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INTRODUCTION 
By JOHN COWPER POWYS 


In describing the nature of Individualism for 
whose sake he is so anxious to welcome Socialism, 
Oscar Wilde uses the following expression to sum 
up the whole matter: “The personality of man will 
be very wonderful. It will be as wonderful as the 
personality of a child.” 

No sentence could better describe the essential 
secret of Wilde’s own personality. He had the 
waywardness, the directness, the sincerity, the 
“wicked innocence,” of a child. He had a child’s 
peevishness, a child’s petulance, a child’s greedi- 
ness. Like a child—like an infant even—he 
wanted to touch, taste, and handle every soft, fra- 
grant, lovely, glittering, delicious thing he saw. 
He wanted to play with the moon. He wanted to 
pick the Rose of Sharon. He wanted to fill his 
arms with Hyacinths. He wanted to lay his 
head upon the wings of the morning and cool his 
forehead with the dew of Hermon. As he pro- 
ceeds in his definition of his ideal Individualism, 
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this charming childlikeness becomes more and 
more evident. His very epigrams and aphorisms 
are only superficially sophisticated. In their 
essential spirit, as well as in their accent and tone, 
they have the impatient irritation of childhood, 
fretted to the breaking-point by the abounding 
stupidity of self-styled responsible people. 

In “The Soul of Man under Socialism,” Oscar 
Wilde, like the child in the story of the king with 
the invisible robe, has the audacity to blurt out 
the evident truth—“but he has nothing on!” To 
the eyes of this “enfant terrible” of wicked- 
innocent candour, our industrial system betrays its 
essential nakedness. 

Wilde’s sophistications, affectations, and para- 
doxes seem what they seem because our commer- 
cialized life has grown so monstrously ungracious. 
It is we who are morbid, unhealthy, and artifical. 
It is we who have “found out inventions” to mur- 
der the sweet sun and hide the moon in an artesian 
well! Wilde’s vivid sensitiveness to pleasure and 
to pain, to beauty and to hideousness, is the naive, 
direct, sincere, and natural state of unperverted 
humanity. And this and nothing less than this 
is what he means by the ideal individualism that 
is to be the reward of communistic socialism. 
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The charming and delicate humour of this 
treatise on the Revolutionary State is the more 
effective because of its guileless naiveté. Such 
naiveté, the “miching mallecho” of the angels, has 
something about it that hits harder than either 
the irony of an Anatole France or the buffoonery . 
of a Bernard Shaw. It hits to the heart; for its 
style has been formed by a reading not of “Das 
Kapital,” but of the Gospel according to Saint 
Mark. 

What the book really represents is a psycholog- 
ical phenomenon of the gravest importance in the 
history of humanity—nothing less than the going 
over, to the camp of the disinherited, of the chil- 
dren of the richest inheritance! 

It is the artist’s “strike.” It is genius with- 
drawing its inherent parasitism from the “classes” 
and fixing it upon the “masses.” 

Curiously enough, the strongest portions of the 
book are not those that deal with philosophy or 
with art, but those that deal with economics. 

Child-like here too, Oscar Wilde shows himself 
most illuminating, not when he is analyzing the 
nature of the art he himself so instinctively, so 
charmingly practices, but when he is dealing with 
the gross facts of the practical world. 
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His Hellenic doctrine that without slavery there 
can be no lovely and noble leisure is followed by 
the admirable hint—perhaps the most suggestive 
in the whole volume—that in the new Socialistic 
State this necessary slavery will be performed not 
by any exploited class of sentient human beings, 
but by machinery, by obedient and docile machines. 

Another very profound flash of insight has to 
do with the effect of the present system of Private 
Property, and its unequal distribution, upon the 
wealthy themselves. 

Here indeed the great wsthete can speak with 
authority from his privileged seat at the rich 
man’s table. And his word is ghastlily true. 
The “duties” attached to the burden of many 
“possessions” are so distracting that they become, 
in Wilde’s baby-language, a bore, a bother, an 
intolerable annoyance. 

Sound and searching also is the attack he makes 
upon the moral cant, so frequent in the months of 
privilege, about the dignity of labour. What 
humanity has a right to demand of a scientifically 
organized society is a complete escape from all 
forms of degrading manual toil. In this protest _ 
of his, as in everything else, Wilde’s naive irrita-\/ 
tion is the irritation of an extremely sensitive 
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skin, the skin of a shameless child, combined with 
a candid pleasure-lover’s annoyance at seeing 
other people so miserably wretched! “To sweep 
a slushy crossing for eight hours on a day when 
the east wind is blowing is a disgusting occupa- 
tion. To sweep it with mental, moral, or physical 
dignity seems to me impossible. To sweep it with 
joy would be appalling. Man is made for some- 
thing better than disturbing dirt. All work of 
that kind should be done by a machine.” 

Philosophically the most interesting passages in 
“The Soul of Man under Socialism” are those that 
deal with the part to be played by Pleasure and 
Happiness as opposed to Sorrow and Pain in the 
evolution of the true Individualism. 

He sees clearly enough—no man clearer—what 
art has gained, especially in early Italian painting 
and in recent Russian literature, from the worship 
of sorrow. But he sees also, what Nietzsche saw 
in regard to the origin of Greek Tragedy, that the 
nobler forms of art express the beauty and magic 
of the world out of over-flowing happiness, out of 
an exuberance of sheer joy and gratitude at being 
alive at all under the blessed sun ! 

No work of Oscar Wilde causes us to regret his 
early death more poignantly than this treatise on 
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what real civilization means. One turns with in- 
expressible relief to its careless and gracious faith 
in the joy of romance, of imagination, of natural 
human pleasure, from the gloomy and puritanical 
disillusionment, the skull under the burlesque- 
mask, of Bernard Shaw’s iconoclasm. One of the 
most pathetic things about our popular judgments 
upon men of genius is that they turn the truth 
just completely upside down! 

Wilde has been accused of insincerity, of affec- 
tation. Alas! It is his critics who are the 
poseurs, the insincere ones. For in their anxiety 
—and this applies to Shaw, to Wells, to almost 
all modern prophets—to prove that they are 
serious about “first and last things,” they forget 
the first and the last of all things needful; namely, 
that the individual man and the individual woman 
should be permitted to be just simply happy, just 
warmed and clothed and fed; protected from the 
tyranny of other people’s ideas, and discouraged 
from tyrannizing over other people! 

Oscar Wilde is indeed speculating wide and far 
when he attempts to describe the human individ- 
ualism that will emerge when Science and Evo- 
lution have got rid of poverty and pain. 

But, after all, it is likely enough that the 
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curious taboo or inhibition which most of us ex- 
perience, in regard to any childlike and careless 
enjoyment of happiness, is due to the melancholy 
atavism within us of the race’s historic misery and 
its self-preservative sub-conscious attempt to find 
its pleasure in that very misery. It is due also, 
one sometimes feels, to a sort of cosmic “phobia,” 
or “god-propitiation,” striking with a glacial 
wedge of shuddering suspicion at the very heart 
of all natural delight, so that every spontaneous 
thrill of pleasure is frozen and slain. ; 

Perhaps the least satisfactory passages of “The 
Soul of Man under Socialism” are the very pas- 
sages that one would have expected to be the most 
illuminating ; those, in fact, that deal with art. 

Humorously enough, he indicates what he con- 
siders the proper attitude of the individual man 
and woman when present, say, at some esthetic 
dramatic performance. 

“The spectator is to be receptive. He is to be 
the violin on which the master is to play. And 
the more completely he can suppress his own silly 
views, his own foolish prejudices, his own absurd 
ideas of what Art should be or should not be, the 
more likely he is to understand and appreciate the 
work of art in question . . . Is the silly 
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fellow to get angry and call out and disturb the 
play and annoy the artists? No, the honest man 
is to sit quietly, and know the delightful emotions 
of wonder, curiosity, and suspense.” 

Such playful remarks have of course their 
deserved sharpness and sting; especially for us in 
England and America, where narrow moral pre- 
dilections so often interfere with the artist’s free- 
dom and scope; and Wilde is certainly justified 
in imploring us to give any startling and disturb- 
ing work of art a chance to mould our imagination 
to a new reciprocity. But, after all, it must be 
remembered that our “silly views” and “foolish 
prejudices” do slide inevitably away into those 
larger prejudices of humanity itself, its inchoate 
mass of traditional valuations, emotional and 
moral, out of which all that is deep and stirring 
in any work of art draws its eternal appeal. 

It may be a “silly view,” for instance, that chil- 
dren owe something to their parents; but out of 
that human prejudice Shakespeare drew the 
esthetic beauty and terror of King Lear. 

It may be an “absurd idea” that art should deal 
with the abysmal difference between good and 
evil; but out of that difference Goethe built up his 
“Faust,” and Dostoievsky projected the lacerations 
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and redemptions of his “Brothers Karamazov.” 

Wilde is certainly right in emphasizing as a 
chief characteristic of desirable Individualism 
that it is a disturbing and disintegrating force, 
liberating us from “the monotony of type, the 
slavery of custom, the tyranny of habit.”? But if 
he suggests that it is possible to separate Art from 
the whole dramatic and complicated pell-mell of 
man’s wrestlings with fate and his struggles with 
the ultimate mystery, he is surely narrowing down 
the most formidable of all human activities to the 
level of a pleasant virtuosoship in bric-a-brac. 

You cannot separate Art from moral valuations, 
because such valuations have become inextricably 
interwoven with the tragic tapestry of the common 
human fate; and if Art is to be something more 
than just lovely lines and curves and patterns and 
colours, if Art is to “justify the universe as an 
esthetic spectacle” by arresting the magical and 
evasive Beauty upon which “the gods themselves 
throw incense,” it must recognize, as an inevitable 
part of the material with which it has to deal, 
these very customs, traditions and habits, from 
which, in so many particular cases, it turns away 
with rebellious distaste. 

It is impossible not to notice how profoundly 
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Oscar Wilde’s philosophy of life and his whole 
conception of his ideal socialistic state are influ- 
enced by his feeling for the personality of Christ. 
His attitude to this divine figure is one of the most 
authentic elements in his wayward, wanton, child- 
like nature. His later sufferings only revealed 
a new aspect to him of a magical attraction that 
he experienced from the very start. In “The 
Soul of Man under Socialism” it is the joyous in- 
tegrity of “the secret of Jesus” that he uses to 
support his argument; following, in his interpre- 
tation of the Saviour’s “Logoi,” rather the ap- 
proach of William Blake than that of Saint Paul 
or Saint Augustine. 

Nor is it possible to deny the presence, in this 
water-colour sketch of an ideal communism—a 
communism that is to be “voluntarian” rather 
than “authoritarian”—of a genuinely Christian, 
as well as of a whimsically pagan, note. 

Wilde proves himself here a true disciple of 
Walter Pater. One catches a glimpse, behind the 
mask of the vine-crowned laughing faun, of a 
grave Mirandola-like desire to reconcile the woods 
of Arcady with the Mount of Transfiguration. 

Closing this poignant criticism upon our modern 
industrial system, one is left with a whisper in 
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one’s ear, as from some pearl-coloured ocean-shell, 
tossed backward “upon this bank and shoal of 
time” from a happy far-off future, and picked up 
upon the beach by an idle child. “Private prop- 
erty has crushed true Individualism and set upon 
Individualism that is false. It has debarred one 
part of the community from being individual by 
starving them. It has debarred the other part of 
the community from being individual by putting 
them on the wrong road and encumbering them.” 

The Redeemer of the world took a wanton 
human infant and placed him “in our midst” 
and endowed him with the gift of delicate utter- 
ance. And those who have ears to hear still hear 
the voice of that terrible candour, that laughing, 
that crushing indictment. They hear it, until the 
white moons and the red roses, the burning sands 
and the cowslip’d meadows, the brown earth and 
the gray rain, lose something—lose much—of their 
miraculous charm. For it reminds them that 
they cannot be quite happy with these beautiful 
things, whilc, in the arena down below, move and 
stir in their blind wretchedness “the armies of 
the homeless and the unfed.” 
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THE SOUL OF MAN UNDER SOCIALISM. 


The chief advantage that would result from the 
establishment of Socialism is, undoubtedly, the fact 
that Socialism would relieve us from that sordid 
necessity of living for others which, in the present 
condition of things, presses so hardly upon almost 
everybody. In fact, scarcely any one at all escapes. 

Now and then, in the course of the century, a 
great man of science, like Darwin; a great poet, 
like Keats; a fine critical spirit, like M. Renan; a 
supreme artist, like Flaubert, has been able to 
isolate himself, to keep himself out of reach of the 
clamorous claims of others, to stand “under the 
shelter of the wall,” as Plato puts it, and so to 
realise the perfection of what was in him, to his 
own incomparable gain, and to the incomparable 
and lasting gain of the whole world. These, how- 
ever, are exceptions. The majority of people spoil 
their lives by an unhealthy and exaggerated altru- 
ism—are forced, indeed, so to spoil them. They 
find themselves surrounded by hideous poverty, by 
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hideous ugliness, by hideous starvation. It is in- 
evitable that they should be strongly moved by all 
this. The emotions of man are stirred more 
quickly than man’s intelligence; and, as I pointed 
out some time ago in an article on the function of 
criticism, it is much more easy to have sympathy 
with suffering than it is to have sympathy with 
thought. Accordingly, with admirable though mis- 
directed intentions, they very seriously and very 
sentimentally set themselves to the task of remedy- 
ing the evils that they see. But their remedies do 
not cure the disease: they merely prolong it. In- 
deed, their remedies are part of the disease. 

They try to solve the problem of poverty, for in- 
stance, by keeping the poor alive; or, in the case of 
a very advanced school, by amusing the poor. 

But this is not a solution: it is an aggravation 
of the difficulty. The proper aim is to try and re- 
construct society on such a basis that poverty will 
be impossible. And the altruistic virtues have 
really prevented the carrying out of this aim. Just 
as the worst slave-owners were those who were kind 
to their slaves, and so prevented the horror of the 
system being realised by those who suffered from 
it, and understood by those who contemplated it, 
so, in the present state of things in England, the 
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people who do most harm are the people who try to 
do most good ; and at last we have had the spectacle 
of men who have really studied the problem and 
know the life—educated men who live in the East 
End—coming forward and imploring the com- 
munity to restrain its altruistic impulses of charity, 
benevolence, and the like. They do so on ,the 
ground that such charity degrades and demoralises. 
They are perfectly right. Charity creates a multi- 
tude of sins. 

There is also this to be said. It is immoral to use 
private property in order to alleviate the horrible 
evils that result from the institution of private 
property. It is both immoral and unfair. 

Under Socialism all this will, of course, be al- 
tered. There will be no people living in fetid dens * 
and fetid rags, and bringing up unhealthy, hunger- 
pinched children in the midst of impossible and 
absolutely repulsive surroundings. The security 
of society will not depend, as it does now, on the 
state of the weather. If a frost comes we shall not 
have a hundred thousand men out of work, tramp- 
ing about the streets in a state of disgusting mis- 
ery, or whining to their neighbours for alms, or 
crowding round the doors of loathsome shelters to 
try and secure a hunch of bread and a night’s un- 
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clean lodging. Each member of the society will 
share in the general prosperity and happiness of the 
society, and if a frost comes no one will practically 
be anything the worse. 

Upon the other hand, Socialism itself will be of 
value simply because it will lead to Individualism. 

Socialism, Communism, or whatever one chooses 
to call it, by converting private property into public 
wealth, and substituting co-operation for competi- 
tion, will restore society to its proper condition of a 
thoroughly healthy organism, and insure the ma- 
terial well-being of each member of the community. 
It will, in fact, give Life its proper basis and its 
proper environment. But for the full development 
of Life to its highest mode of perfection, something 
more is needed. What is needed is Individualism. 
If the Socialism is Authoritarian ; if there are Gov- 
ernments armed with economic power as they are 
now with political power; if, in a word, we are to 
have Industrial Tyrannies, then the last state of 
man will be worse than the first. At present, in 
consequence of the-existence of private property, a 
great many people are enabled to develop a certain 
very limited amount of Individualism. They are 
either under no necessity to work for their living, 
or are enabled to choose the sphere of activity that 
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is really congenial to them and gives them pleas- 
ure. These are the poets, the philosophers, the men 
of science, the men of culture—in a word, the real 
men, the men who have realised themselves, and in 
whom all Humanity gains a partial realisation. 
Upon the other hand, there are a great many people 
who, having no private property of their own, and 
being always on the brink of sheer starvation, are 
compelled to do the work of beasts of burden, to do 
work that is quite uncongenial to them, and to 
which they are forced by the peremptory, unreason- 
able, degrading Tyranny of want. These are the 
poor, and amongst them there is no grace of man- 
ner, or charm of speech, or civilisation, or culture, 
or refinement in pleasures, or joy of life. From 
their collective foree Humanity gains much in ma- 
terial prosperity. But it is only the material re- 
sult that it gains, and the man who is poor is in 
himself absolutely of no importance. He is merely 
the infinitesimal atom of a force that, so far from 
regarding him, crushes him: indeed, prefers him 
crushed, as in that case he is far more obedient. 

Of course, it might be said that the Individual- 
ism generated under conditions of private property 
is not always, or even as a rule, of a fine or wonder- 
ful type, and that the poor, if they have not cul- 
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ture and charm, have still many virtues. Both 
these statements would be quite true. The posses- 
sion of private property is very often extremely de- 
moralising, and that is, of course, one of the 
reasons why Socialism wants to get rid of the in- 
stitution. In fact, property is really a nuisance. 
Some years ago people went about the country say- 
ing that property has duties. They said it so often 
and so tediously that, at last, the Church has begun 
to say it. One hears it now from every pulpit. It 
is perfectly true. Property not merely has duties, 
but has so many duties that its possession to any 
large extent is a bore. It involves endless claims 
upon one, endless attention to business, endless 
bother. If property had simply pleasures, we could 
stand it; but its duties make it unbearable. In the 
interest of the rich we must get rid of it. The vir- 
tues of the poor may be readily admitted, and are 
much to be regretted. We are often told that the 
poor are grateful for charity. Some of them are, 
no doubt, but the best amongst the poor are never 
grateful. They are ungrateful, discontented, dis- 
obedient, and rebellious. They are quite right to 
be so. Charity they feel to be a ridiculously inade- 
quate mode of partial restitution, or a sentimental 
dole, usually accompanied by some impertinent at- 
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tempt on the part of the sentimentalist to tyrannise 
over their private lives. Why should they be grate- 
ful for the crumbs that fall from the rich man’s 
table? They should be seated at the board, and are 
beginning to know it. As for being discontented, 
a man who would not be discontented with such 
surroundings and such a low mode of life would be 
a perfect brute. Disobedience, in the eyes of any 
one who has read history, is man’s original virtue. 
It is through disobedience that progress has been 
made, through disobedience and through rebellion. 
Sometimes the poor are praised for being thrifty. 
But to recommend thrift to the poor is both gro- 
tesque and insulting. It is like advising a man 
who is starving to eat less. For a town or country 
labourer to practise thrift would be absolutely im- 
moral. Man should not be ready to show that he 
can live like a badly-fed animal. He should de- 
cline to live like that, and should either steal or 
go on the rates, which is considered by many to be 
a form of stealing. As for begging, it is safer to 
beg than to take, but it is finer to take than to beg. 
No; a poor man who is ungrateful, unthrifty, dis- 
contented, and rebellious is probably a real per- 
sonality, and has much in him. He is at any rate 
a healthy protest. As for the virtuous poor, one 
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can pity them, of course, but one cannot possibly 
admire them. They have made private terms with 
the enemy and sold their birthright for very bad 
pottage. They must also be extraordinarily stupid. 
I can quite understand a man accepting laws that 
protect private property, and admit of its accumu- 
lation, as long as he himself is able under these 
conditions to realise some form of beautiful and 
intellectual life. But it is almost incredible to me 
how a man whose life is marred and made hideous 
by such laws can possibly acquiesce in their con- 
tinuance. 

However, the explanation is not really so diffi- 
cult to find. It is simply this. Misery and 
poverty are so absolutely degrading, and exercise 
such a paralysing effect over the nature of men, 
that no class is ever really conscious of its own 
suffering. They have to be told of it by other 
people, and they often entirely disbelieve them. 
What is said by great employers of labour against 
agitators is unquestionably true. Agitators are a 
set of interfering, meddling people, who come down 
to some perfectly contented class of the community, 
and sow the seeds of discontent amongst them. 
That is the reason why agitators are so absolutely 
necessary. Without them, in our incomplete state, 
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there would be no advance towards civilisation. 
Slavery was put down in America, not in conse- 
quence of any action on the part of the slaves, or 
even any express desire on their part that they 
should be free. It was put down entirely through 
the grossly illegal conduct of certain agitators in 
Boston and elsewhere, who were not slaves them- 
selves, nor owners of slaves, nor had anything to 
do with the question really. It was, undoubtedly, 
the Abolitionists who set the torch alight, who 
began the whole thing. And it is curious to note 
that from the slaves themselves they received, not 
merely very little assistance, but hardly any sym- 
pathy even; and when at the close of the war the 
slaves found themselves free, found themselves in- 
deed so absolutely free that they were free to starve, 
many of them bitterly regretted the new state of 
things. To the thinker, the most tragic fact in the 
whole of the French Revolution is not that Marie 
Antoinette was killed for being a queen, but that 
the starved peasant of the Vendée voluntarily went 
out to die for the hideous cause of feudalism. 

It is clear, then, that no Authoritarian Socialism 
will do. For while under the present system a very 
large number of people can lead lives of a certain 
amount of freedom and expression and happiness, 
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under an industrial barrack system, or a system of 
economic tyranny, nobody would be able to have 
any such freedom at all. It is to be regretted that 
a portion of our community should be practically 
in slavery, but to propose to solve the problem by 
enslaving the entire community is childish. Every 
man must be left quite free to choose his own 
work. No form of compulsion must be exercised 
over him. If there is, his work will not be good for 
him, will not be good in itself, and will not be good 
for others. And by work I simply mean activity 
of any kind. 

I hardly think that any Socialist, nowadays, 
would seriously propose that an inspector should 
call every morning at each house to see that each 
citizen rose up and did manual labour for eight 
hours. Humanity has got beyond that stage, and 
reserves such a form of life for the people whom, 
in a very arbitrary manner, 1t chooses to call 
criminals. But I confess that many of the social- 
istic views that I have come across seem to me to 
be tainted with ideas of authority, if not of actual 
compulsion. Of course, authority and compulsion 
are out of the question. All association must be 
quite voluntary. It is only in voluntary associa- 
tions that man is fine. 
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But it may be asked how Individualism, which 
is now more or less dependent on the existence of 
private property for its development, will benefit 
by the abolition of such private property. The 
answer is very simple. It is true that, under exist- 
ing conditions, a few men who have had private 
means of their own, such as Byron, Shelley, Brown- 
ing, Victor Hugo, Baudelaire, and others, have 
been able to realise their personality more or less 
completely. Not one of these men ever did a 
single day’s work for hire. They were relieved 
from poverty. They had an immense advantage. 
The question is whether it would be for the good of 
Individualism that such an advantage should be 
taken away. Let us suppose that it is taken away. 
What happens then to Individualism? How will 
it benefit ? 

It will benefit in this way. Under the new con- 
ditions Individualism will be far freer, far finer, 
and far more intensified than it is now. I am not 
talking of the great imaginatively-realised Indi- 
vidualism of such poets as I have mentioned, but 
of the great actual Individualism latent and po- 
tential in mankind generally. For the recognition 
of private property has really harmed Individual- 
ism, and obscured it, by confusing a man with what 
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he possesses. It has led Individualism entirely 
astray. It has made gain not growth its aim. So © 
that man thought that the important thing was to 
have, and did not know that the important thing 
is to be. The true perfection of man lies, not in 
what man has, but in what man is. Private prop- 
erty has crushed true Individualism, and set up an 
Individualism that is false. It has debarred one 
part of the community from being individual by 
starving them. It has debarred the other part of 
the community from being individual by putting 
them on the wrong road and encumbering them. 
Indeed, so completely has man’s personality been 
absorbed by his possessions that the English law 
has always treated offences against a man’s prop- 
erty with far more severity than offences against 
his person, and property is still the test of complete 
citizenship. The industry necessary for the mak- 
ing of money is also very demoralising. In a com- 
munity like ours, where property confers immense 
distinction, social position, honour, respect, titles, 
and other pleasant things of the kind, man, being 
naturally ambitious, makes it his aim to accumu- 
late this property, and goes on wearily and ted- 
iously accumulating it long after he has got far 
more than he wants, or can use, or enjoy, or per- 
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haps even know of. Man will kill himself by over- 
work in order to secure property, and really, con- 
sidering the enormous advantages that property 
brings, one is hardly surprised. One’s regret is 
that society should be constructed on such a basis 
that man has been forced into a groove in which 
he cannot freely develop what is wonderful, and 
fascinating, and delightful in him—in which, in 
fact, he misses the true pleasure and joy of living. 
He is also, under existing conditions, very insecure. 
An enormously wealthy merchant may be—often 
is—at every moment of his life at the mercy of 
things that are not under his control. If the wind 
blows an extra point or so, or the weather suddenly 
changes, or some trivial thing happens, his ship 
may go down, his speculations may go wrong, and 
he finds himself a poor man, with his social posi- 
tion quite gone. Now, nothing should be able to 
harm a man except himself. Nothing should be 
able to rob a man at all. What a man really has, is 
what is in him. What is outside of him should be 
a matter of no importance. 

With the abolition of private property, then, we 
shall have true, beautiful, healthy Individualism. 
Nobody will waste his life in accumulating things, 
and the symbols for things. One will live. To live 


14 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


is the rarest thing in the world. Most people exist, 
that is all. 

It is a question whether we have ever seen the 
full expression of a personality, except on the im- 
aginative plane of art. In action, we never have. 
Cesar, says Mommsen, was the complete and per- 
fect man. But how tragically insecure was Cesar! 
Wherever there is a man who exercises authority, 
there is a man who resists authority. Cesar was 
very perfect, but his perfection travelled by too 
dangerous a road. Marcus Aurelius was the per- 
fect man, says Renan. Yes; the great emperor was 
a perfect man. But how intolerable were the end- 
less claims upon him! He staggered under the 
burden of the empire. He was conscious how in- 
adequate one man was to bear the weight of that 
Titan and too vast orb. What I mean by a perfect 
man is one who develops under perfect conditions ; 
one who is not wounded, or worried, or maimed, or 
in danger. Most personalities have been obliged to 
be rebels. Half their strength has been wasted in 
friction. Byron’s personality, for instance, was 
terribly wasted in its battle with the stupidity, and 
hypocrisy, and Philistinism of the English. Such 
battles do not always intensify strength: they often 
exaggerate weakness. Byron was never able to give 
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us what he might have given us. Shelley escaped 
better. Like Byron, he got out of England as soon 
as possible. But he was not so well known, If the 
English had had any idea of what a great poet he 
really was, they would have fallen on him with 
tooth and nail, and made his life as unbearable to 
him as they possibly could. But he was not a re- 
markable figure in society, and consequently he 
escaped, to a certain degree. Still, even in Shelley 
the note of rebellion is sometimes too strong. The 
note of the perfect nersonality is not rebellion, but 
peace. 

It will be a marvellous thing—the true person- 
ality of man—when we see it. It will grow natur- 
ally and simply, flower-like, or as a tree grows. It 
will not be at discord. It will never argue or 
dispute. It will not prove things. It will know 
everything. And yet it will not busy itself about 
knowledge. It will have wisdom. Its value will 
not be measured by material things. It will have 
nothing. And yet it will have everything, and 
whatever one takes from it, it will still have, so 
rich will it be. It will not be always meddling with 
others, or asking them to be like itself. It will love 
them because they will be different. And yet, 
while it will not meddle with others, it will help all, 
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as a beautiful thing helps us by being what it is. 
The personality of man will be very wonderful. It 
will be as wonderful as the personality of a child. 

In its development it will be assisted by Chris- 
tianity, if men desire that ; but if men do not desire 
that, it will develop none the less surely. For it 
will not worry itself about the past, nor care 
whether things happened or did not happen. Nor 
will it admit any laws but its own laws; nor any 
authority but its own authority. Yet it will love 
those who sought to intensify it, and speak often 
of them. And of these Christ was one. 

“Know Thyself” was written over the portal of 
the antique world. Over the portal of the new 
world, “Be Thyself” shall be written. And the 
message of Christ to man was simply “Be Thyself.” 
That is the secret of Christ. 

When Jesus talks about the poor He simply 
means personalities, just as when He talks about 
the rich He simply means people who have not de- 
veloped their personalities. Jesus moved in a com- 
munity that allowed the accumulation of private 
property just as our does, and the gospel that He 
preached was not that in such a community it is an 
advantage for a man to live on scanty, unwhole- 
some food, to wear ragged, unwholesome clothes, to 
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sleep in horrid, unwholesome dwellings, and a dis- 
advantage for a man to live under healthy, pleas- 
ant, and decent conditions. Such a view would 
have been wrong there and then, and would, of 
course, be still more wrong now and in England; 
for as man moves northwards the material necessi- 
ties of life become of more vital importance, and 
our society is infinitely more complex, and displays 
far greater extremes of luxury and pauperism than 
any society of the antique world. What Jesus 
meant was this. He said to man, “You have a 
wonderful personality. Develop it. Be yourself. 
Don’t imagine that your perfection lies in accu- 
mulating or possessing external things. Your per- 
fection is inside of you. If only you could realise 
that, you would not want to be rich. Ordinary 
riches can be stolen from a man. Real riches can- 
not. In the treasury-house of your soul there are 
infinitely precious things, that may not be taken 
from you. And so, try to so shape your life that 
external things will not harm you. And try also 
to get rid of personal property. It involves sordid 
preoccupation, endless industry, continual wrong. 
Personal property hinders Individualism at every 
step.” It is to be noted that Jesus never says that 
impoverished people are necessarily good, or 
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wealthy people necessarily bad. That would not 
have been true. Wealthy people are, as a class, bet- 
ter than impoverished people, more moral, more in- 
tellectual, more well-behaved. There is only one 
class in the community that thinks more about 
money than the rich, and that is the poor. The 
poor can think of nothing else. That is the mis- 
ery of being poor. What Jesus does say is that 
man reaches his perfection, not through what he 
has, not even through what he does, but entirely 
through what he is. And so the wealthy young 
man who comes to Jesus is represented as a thor- 
oughly good citizen, who has broken none of the 
laws of his state, none of the commandments of his 
religion. He is quite respectable, in the ordinary 
sense of that extraordinary word. Jesus says to 
him, “You should give up private property. It 
hinders you from realising your perfection. It isa 
drag upon you. Itisaburden. Your personality 
does not need it. It is within you, and not outside 
of you, that you will find what you really are, and 
what you really want.” To His own friends He 
says the same thing. He tells them to be them- 
selves, and not to be always worrying about other 
things. What do other things matter? Man is 
complete in himself. When they go into the world, 
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the world will disagree with them. That is in- 
evitable. The world hates Individualism. But this 
is not to trouble them. They are to be calm and 
self-centred. If a man takes their cloak, they are 
to give him their coat, just to show that material 
things are of no importance. If people abuse them, 
they are not to answer back. What does it signify? 
The things people say of a man do not alter a man. 
He is what he is. Public opinion is of no value 
whatsoever. Even if people employ actual violence, 
they are not to be violent in turn. That would be 
to fall to the same low level. After all, even in 
prison, a man can be quite free. His soul can be 
free. His personality can be untroubled. He can 
be at peace. And, above all things, they are not 
to interfere with other people or judge them in any 
way. Personality is a very mysterious thing. A 
man cannot always be estimated by what he does. 
He may keep the law, and yet be worthless. He 
may break the law, and yet be fine. He may be 
bad, without ever doing anything bad. He may 
commit a sin against society, and yet realise 
through that sin his true perfection. 

There was a woman who was taken in adultery. 
We are not told the history of her love, but that 
love must have been very great; for Jesus said that 
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her sins were forgiven her, not because she re- 
pented, but because her love was so intense and 
wonderful. Later on, a short time before His death, 
as He sat at a feast, the woman came in and poured 
costly perfumes on His hair. His friends tried to 
interfere with her, and said that it was an extrava- 
gance, and that the money that the perfume cost 
should have been expended on charitable relief of 
people in want, or something of that kind. Jesus 
did not accept that view. He pointed out that the 
material needs of Man were great and very perma- 
nent, but that the spiritual needs of Man were 
greater still, and that in one divine moment, and 
by selecting its own mode of expression, a person- 
ality might make itself perfect. The world wor- 
ships the woman, even now, as a saint. 

Yes; there are suggestive things in Individual- 
ism. Socialism annihilates family life, for in- 
stance. With the abolition of private property, 
marriage in its present form must disappear. This 
is part of the programme. Individualism accepts 
this and makes it fine. It converts the abolition of 
legal restraint into a form of freedom that will 
help the full development of personality, and make 
the love of man and woman more wonderful, more 
beautiful, and more ennobling. Jesus knew this. 


SOUL OF MAN UNDER SOCIALISM. 21 


He rejected the claims of family life, although they 
existed in His day and community in a very 
marked form. “Who is my mother? Who are 
my brothers?” He said, when He was told that they 
wished to speak to Him. When one of His followers 
asked leave to go and bury his father, “Let the dead 
bury the dead,” was His terrible answer. He would 
allow no claim whatsoever to be made on per- 
sonality. 

And so he who would lead a Christ-like life is 
he who is perfectly and absolutely himself. He 
may be a great poet, or a great man of science; or 
a young student at a University, or one who 
watches sheep upon a moor; or a maker of dramas, 
like Shakespeare, or a thinker about God, like 
Spinoza; or a child who plays in a garden, or a 
fisherman who throws his nets into the sea. It 
does not matter what he is, as long as he realises 
the perfection of the soul that is within him. All 
imitation in morals and in life is wrong. Through 
the streets of Jerusalem at the present day crawls 
one who is mad and carries a wooden cross on his 
shoulders. He is a symbol of the lives that are 
marred by imitation. Father Damien was Christ- 
like when he went out to live with the lepers, be- 
cause in such service he realised fully what was best 
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in him. But he was not more Christ-like than 
Wagner, when he realised his soul in music; or 
than Shelley, when he realised his soul in song. 
There is no one type for man. There are as many 
perfections as there are imperfect men. And while 
to the claims of charity a man may yield and yet 
be free, to the claims of conformity no man may 
yield and remain free at all. 

Individualism, then, is what through Socialism 
we are to attain to. As a natural result the State 
must give up all idea of government. It must give 
it up because, as a wise man once said many cen- 
turies before Christ, there is such a thing as leav- 
ing mankind alone; there is no such thing as gov- 
erning mankind. All modes of government are 
failures. Despotism is unjust to everybody, in- 
cluding the despot, who was probably made for 
better things. Oligarchies are unjust to the many, 
and ochlocracies are unjust to the few. High hopes 
were once formed of democracy; but democracy 
means simply the bludgeoning of the people by 
the people for the people. It has been found out. 
I must say that it was high time, for all authority 
is quite degrading. It degrades those who 
exercise it, and degrades those over whom 
it is exercised. When it is violently, grossly, and 
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cruelly used, it produces a good effect, by creating, 
or at any rate bringing out, the spirit of revolt and 
individualism that is to kill it. When it is used 
with a certain amount of kindness, and accom- 
panied by prizes and rewards, it is dreadfully 
demoralising. People, in that case, are less con- 
scious of the horrible pressure that is being put on 
them, and so go through their lives in a sort of 
coarse comfort, like petted animals, without ever 
realising that they are probably thinking other peo- 
ple’s thoughts, living by other people’s standards, 
wearing practically what one may call other peo- 
ple’s second-hand clothes, and never being them- 
selves for a single moment. “He who would be 
free,’ says a fine thinker, “must not conform.” 
And authority, by bribing people to conform, pro- 
duces a very gross kind of overfed barbarism 
amongst us. 

With authority, punishment will pass away. 
This will be a great gain—a gain, in fact, of in- 
calculable value. As one reads history, not in the 
expurgated editions written for schoolboys and 
passmen, but in the original authorities of each 
time, one is absolutely sickened, not by the crimes 
that the wicked have committed, but by the pun- 
ishments that the good have inflicted; and a com- 
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munity is infinitely more brutalised by the habitual 
employment of punishment tham it ts by the oc- 
easional occurrence of crime. It obviously follows 
that the more punishment is inflicted the more 
crime is produced, and most modern legislation has 
clearly recognised this, and has made it its task to 
diminish punishment as far as it thinks it can. 
Wherever it has really diminished it the results 
have always been extremely good. The less pun- 
ishment the less crime. When there is no punish- 
ment at all, crime will either cease to exist, or, if it 
occurs, will be treated by physicians as a very dis- 
tressing form of dementia, to be cured by care and 
kindness. For what are called criminals nowadays 
are not criminals at all. Starvation, and not sin, 
is the parent of modern crime. That indeed is the 
reason why our criminals are, as a class, so abso- 
lutely uninteresting from any psychological point 
of view. They are not marvellous Macbeths and 
terrible Vautrins. They are merely what ordinary, 
respectable, commonplace people would be if they 
had not got enough to eat. When private property 
is abolished there will be no necessity for crime, no 
demand for it; it will cease to exist. Of course, all 
crimes are not crimes against property, though such 
are the crimes that the English law, valuing what 
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a man has more than what a man is, punishes with 
the harshest and most horrible severity, if we except 
the crime of murder, and regard death as worse 
than penal servitude, a point on which our crimi- 
nals, I believe, disagree. But though a crime may 
not be against property, it may spring from the 
misery and rage and depression produced by our 
wrong system of property-holding, and so, when 
that system is abolished, will disappear. When 
each member of the community has sufficient for 
his wants, and is not interfered with by his neigh- 
bour, it will not be an object of any interest to him 
to interfere with any one else. Jealousy, which is 
an extraordinary source of crime in modern life, 
is an emotion closely bound up with our conceptions 
of property, and under Socialism and Individual- 
ism will die out. It is remarkable that in com- 
munistic tribes jealousy is entirely unknown. 
Now, as the State is not to govern, it may be 
asked what the State is to do. The State is to be 
a voluntary association that will organise labour, 
and be the manufacturer and distributor of neces- 
sary commodities. The State is to make what is 
useful. The individual is to make what is beautt- 
ful. And as I have mentioned the word labour, I 
cannot help saying that a great deal of nonsense is 
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being written and talked nowadays about the dig- 
nity of manual labour. There is nothing necessar- 
ily dignified about manual labour at all, and most 
of it is absolutely degrading. It is mentally and 
morally injurious to man to do anything in which 
he does not find pleasure, and many forms of la- 
bour are quite pleasureless activities, and should 
be regarded as such. To sweep a slushy crossing 
for eight hours on a day when the east wind is 
blowing is a disgusting occupation. To sweep it 
with mental, moral, or physical dignity seems to 
me to be impossible. To sweep it with joy would 
be appalling. Man is made for something better 
than disturbing dirt. All work of that kind should 
be done by a machine. 

And I have no doubt that it will be so. Up to 
the present, man has been, to a certain extent, the 
slave of machinery, and there is something tragic 
in the fact that as soon as man had invented a ma- 
chine to do his work he began to starve. This, how- 
ever, is, of course, the result of our property system 
and our system of competition. One man owns a 
machine which does the work of five hundred men. 
Five hundred men are, in consequence, thrown out 
of employment, and, having no work to do, become 
hungry and take to thieving. The one man secures 
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the produce of the machine and keeps it, and has 
five hundred times as much as he should have, and 
probably, which is of much more importance, a 
great deal more than he really wants. Were that 
machine the property of all, every one would bene- 
fit by it. It would be an immense advantage to the 
community. All unintellectual labour, all monot- 
onous, dull labour, all labour that deals with dread- 
ful things, and involves unpleasant conditions, must 
be done by machinery. Machinery must work for 
us in coal mines, and do all sanitary services, and 
be the stoker of steamers, and clean the streets, and 
run messages on wet days, and do anything that is 
tedious or distressing. At present machinery com- 
petes against man. Under proper conditions ma- 
chinery will serve man. There is no doubt at all 
that this is the future of machinery, and just as 
trees grow while the country gentleman is asleep, 
so while Humanity will be amusing itself, or en- 
joying cultivated leisure—which, and not labour, 
is the aim of man—or making beautiful things, or 
reading beautiful things, or simply contemplating 
the world with admiration and delight, machinery 
will be doing all the necessary and unpleasant work. 
The fact is, that civilisation requires slaves. The 
Greeks were quite right there. Unless there are 
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slaves to do the ugly, horrible, uninteresting work, 
culture and contemplation become almost impos- 
sible. Human slavery is wrong, insecure, and de- 
moralising. On mechanical slavery, on the slavery 
of the machine, the future of the world depends. 
And when scientific men are no longer called upon 
to go down to a depressing East End and distribute 
bad cocoa and worse blankets to starving people, 
they will have delightful leisure in which to devise 
wonderful and marvellous things for their own 
joy and the joy of every one else. There will be 
great storages of force for every city, and for every 
house if required, and this force man will convert 
into heat, light, or motion, according to his needs. 
Is this Utopian? A map of the world that does not 
include Utopia is not worth even glancing at, for it 
leaves out the one country at which Humanity is 
always landing. And when Humanity lands there, 
it looks out, and, seeing a better country, sets sail. 
Progress is the realisation of Utopias. 

Now, I have said that the community by means 
of organisation of machinery will supply the useful 
things, and that the beautiful things will be made 
by the individual. This is not merely necessary, 
but it is the only possible way by which we can get 
either the one or the other. An individual who has 
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to make things for the use of others, and with ref- 
erence to their wants and their wishes, does not 
work with interest, and consequently cannot put 
into his work what is best in him. Upon the other 
hand, whenever a community or a powerful section 
of a community, or a government of any kind, at- 
tempts to dictate to the artist what he is to do, Art 
either entirely vanishes, or becomes stereotyped, or 
degenerates into a low and ignoble form of craft. 
A work of art ts the unique result of a unique 
temperament. Its beauty comes from the fact 
that the author is what he is. It has nothing to do 
with the fact that other people want what they 
want. Indeed, the moment that an artist takes 
notice of what other people want, and tries to sup- 
ply the demand, he ceases to be an artist, and be- 
comes a dull or an amusing craftsman, an honest 
or a dishonest tradesman. He has no further claim 
to be considered as an artist. Art is the ‘most in- 
tense mode of individualism that the world has 
known. I am inclined to say that it is the only 
real mode of individualism that the world has 
known. Crime, which, under certain conditions, 
may seem to have created individualism, must take 
cognisance of other people and interfere with them. 
It belongs to the sphere of action. But alone, with- 
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out any reference to his neighbours, without any 
interference, the artist can fashion a beautiful 
thing; and if he does not do it solely for his own 
pleasure, he is not an artist at all. 

And it is to be noted that it is the fact 
that Art is this intense form of individualism 
that makes the public try to exercise over it an 
authority that is as immoral as it is ridicu- 
lous, and as corrupting as it is contempti- 
ble. It is not quite their fault. The public 
have always, and in every age, been badly brought 
up. They are continually asking Art to be popular, 
to please their want of taste, to flatter their ab- 
surd vanity, to tell them what they have been told 
before, to show them what they ought to be tired of 
seeing, to amuse them when they feel heavy after 
eating too much, and to distract their thoughts 
when they are wearied of their own stupidity. 
Now Art should never try to be popular. The pub- 
lic should try to make itself artistic. There is a 
very wide difference. If a man of science were 
told that the results of his experiments, and the 
conclusions that he arrived at, should be of such a 
character that they would not upset the received 
popular notions on the subject, or disturb popular 
prejudice, or hurt the sensibilities of people who 
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knew nothing about science; if a philosopher were 
told that he had a perfect right to speculate in the 
highest spheres of thought, provided that he ar- 
rived at the same conclusions as were held by those 
who had never thought in any sphere at all—well, 
nowadays the man of science and the philosopher 
would be considerably amused. Yet it is really a 
very few years since both philosophy and science 
were subjected to brutal popular control, to au- 
thority in fact—the authority of either the general 
ignorance of the community, or the terror and 
greed for power of an ecclesiastical or govern- 
mental class. Of course, we have to a very great 
extent got rid of any attempt on the part of the 
community or the Church, or the Government, to 
interfere with the individualism of speculative 
thought, but the attempt to interfere with the in- 
dividualism of imaginative art still lingers. In 
fact, it does more than linger: it is aggressive, of- 
fensive, and brutalising. 

In England, the arts that have escaped best are 
the arts in which the public take no interest. 
Poetry is an instance of what I mean. We have 
been able to have fine poetry in England because 
the public do not read it, and consequently do not 
influence it. The public like to insult poets be- 
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cause they are individual, but once they have in- 
sulted them they leave them alone. In the case of 
the novel and the drama, arts in which the public 
do take an interest, the result of the exercise of 
popular authority has been absolutely ridiculous. 
No country produces such badly written fiction, 
such tedious, common work in the novel form, such 
silly, vulgar plays as England. It must necessar- 
ily be so. The popular standard is of such a char- 
acter that no artist can get to it. It is at once too 
easy and too difficult to be a popular novelist. It is 
too easy, because the requirements of the public as 
far as plot, style, psychology, treatment of life, and 
treatment of literature are concerned, are within 
the reach of the very meanest capacity and the most 
uncultivated mind. It is too difficult, because to 
meet such requirements the artist would have to 
do violence to his temperament, would have to 
write not for the artistic joy of writing, but for 
the amusement of half-educated people, and so 
would have to suppress his individualism, forget his 
culture, annihilate his style, and surrender every- 
thing that is valuable in him. In the case of the 
drama, things are a little better: the theatre-going 
public like the obvious, it is true, but they do not 
like the tedious; and burlesque and farcical com- 
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edy, the two most popular forms, are distinct forms 
of art. Delightful work may be produced under 
burlesque and farcical conditions, and in work of 
this kind the artist in England is allowed very 
great freedom. It is when one comes to the higher 
forms of the drama that the result of popular con- 
trol is seen. The one thing that the public dislike 
is novelty. Any attempt to extend the subject- 
matter of art is extremely distasteful to the public; 
and yet the vitality and progress of art depend in a 
large measure on the continual extension of sub- 
ject-matter. The public dislike novelty because 
they are afraid of it. It represents to them a mode 
of Individualism, an assertion on the part of the 
artist that he selects his own subject, and treats it 
as he chooses. The public are quite right in their 
attitude. Art is Individualism, and Individualism 
is a disturbing and disintegrating force. Therein 
lies its immense value. For what it seeks to disturb 
is monotony of type, slavery of custom, tyranny of 
habit, and the reduction of man to the level of a 
machine. In Art, the public accept what has been, 
because they cannot alter it, not because they ap- 
preciate it. They swallow their classics whole, and 
never taste them. They endure them as the in- 
evitable, and, as they cannot mar them, they mouth 
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about them. Strangely enough, or not strangely, 
according to one’s own views, this acceptance of the 
classics does a great deal of harm. The uncritical 
admiration of the Bible and Shakespeare in Eng- 
land is an instance of what I mean. With regard 
to the Bible, considerations of ecclesiastical author- 
ity enter into the matter, so that I need not dwell 
upon the point. 

But in the case of Shakespeare it is quite obvious 
that the public really see neither the beauties nor 
the defects of his plays. If they saw the beauties, 
they would not object to the development of the 
drama; and if they saw the defects, they would not 
object to the development of the drama either. 
The fact is, the public make use of the classics of 
a country as a means of checking the progress of 
Art, They degrade the classics into authorities. 
They use them as bludgeons for preventing the 
free expression of Beauty in new forms. They are 
always asking a writer why he does not write like 
somebody else, or a painter why he does not paint 
like somebody else, quite oblivious of the fact that 
if either of them did anything of the kind he would 
cease to be an artist. A fresh mode of Beauty is 
absolutely distasteful to them, and whenever it ap- 
pears they get so angry and bewildered that 
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they always use two stupid expressions—one is 
that the work of art is grossly unintelligible; the 
other, that the work of art is grossly immoral. 
What they mean by these words seems to me to be 
this. When they say a work is grossly unintelli- 
gible, they mean that the artist has said or made a 
beautiful thing that is new; when they describe a 
work as grossly immoral, they mean that the artist 
has said or made a beautiful thing that is true. 
The former expression has reference to style; the 
latter to subject-matter. But they probably use 
the words very vaguely, as an ordinary mob will 
use ready-made paving-stones. There is not a 
single real poet or prose writer of this century, for 
instance, on whom the British public have not 
solemnly conferred diplomas of immorality, and 
these diplomas practically take the place, with us, 
of what in France is the formal recognition of an 
Academy of Letters, and fortunately make the es- 
tablishment of such an institution quite unneces- 
sary in England. Of course, the public are very 
reckless in their use of the word. ‘That they 
should have called Wordsworth an immoral poet 
was only to be expected. Wordsworth was a poet. 
But that they should have called Charles Kingsley 
an immocal novelist is extraordinary. Kingsley’s 
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prose was not of a very fine quality. Still, there 
is the word, and they use it as best they can. An 
artist is, of course, not disturbed by it. The true 
artist is a man who believes absolutely in himself, 
because he is absolutely himself. But I can fancy 
that if an artist produced a work of art in England 
that immediately on its appearance was recognised 
by the public, through their medium, which is the 
public press, as a work that was quite intelligible 
and highly moral, he would begin to seriously 
question whether in its creation he had really been 
himself at all, and consequently whether the work 
was not quite unworthy of him, and either of a 
thoroughly second-rate order, or of no artistic value 
whatsoever. 

Perhaps, however, I have wronged the public in 
limiting them to such words as “immoral,” “unin- 
telligible,” “exotic,” and “unhealthy.” There is 
one other word that they use. That word is “mor- 
bid.” They do not use it often. The meaning of 
the word is so simple that they are afraid of using 
it. Still, they use it sometimes, and, now and then, 
one comes across it in popular newspapers. It is, 
of course, a ridiculous word to apply to a work of 
art. For what is morbidity but a mood of emotion 
or a mode of thought that one cannot express? 
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The public are all morbid, because the public can 
never find expression for anything. The artist is 
never morbid. He expresses everything. He 
stands outside his subject, and through its me- 
dium produces incomparable and artistic effects. 
To call an artist morbid because he deals with mor- 
bidity as his subject-matter is as silly as if one 
called Shakespeare mad because he wrote King 
Lear. 

On the whole, an artist in England gains some- 
thing by being attacked. His individuality is in- 
tensified. He becomes more completely himself. 
Of course, the attacks are very gross, very im- 
pertinent, and very contemptible. But then no 
artist expects grace from the vulgar mind, or style 
from the suburban intellect. Vulgarity and stu- 
pidity are two very vivid facts in modern life. One 
regrets them, naturally. But there they are. They 
are subjects for study, like everything else. And 
it is only fair to state, with regard to modern jour- 
nalists, that they always apologise to one in private 
for what they have written against one in public. 

Within the last few years two other adjectives, it 
may be mentioned, have been added to the very 
limited vocabulary of art abuse that is at the dis- 
posal of the public. One is the word “unhealthy,” 
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the other is the word “exotic.” The latter merely 
expresses the rage of the momentary mushroom 
against the immortal, entrancing, and exquisitely 
lovely orchid. It is a tribute, but a tribute of no 
importance. The word “unhealthy,” however, ad- 
mits of analysis. It is a rather interesting word. 
In fact, it is so interesting that the people who use 
it do not know what it means. 

What does it mean? What is a healthy or an 
unhealthy work of art? All terms that one applies 
to a work of art, provided that one applies them 
rationally, have reference to either its style or its 
subject, or to both together. From the point of 
view of style, a healthy work of art is one whose 
style recognises the beauty of the material it em- 
ploys, be that material one of words or of bronze, 
of colour or of ivory, and uses that beauty as a 
factor in producing the esthetic effect. From the 
point of view of subject, a healthy work of art is 
one the choice of whose subject is conditioned by 
the temperament of the artist, and comes directly 
out of it. In fine, a healthy work of art is one that 
has both perfection and personality. Of course, 
form and substance cannot be separated in a work 
of art; they are always one. But for purposes of 
analysis, and setting the wholeness of xsthetic im- 
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pression aside for a moment, we can intellectually 
s0 separate them. An unhealthy work of art, on 
the other hand, is a work whose style is obvious, 
old-fashioned, and common, and whose subject is 
deliberately chosen, not because the artist has any 
pleasure in it, but because he thinks that the public 
will pay him for it. In fact, the popular novel that 
the public calls healthy is always a thoroughly un- 
healthy production; and what the public call an 
unhealthy novel is always a beautiful and healthy 
work of art. 

I need hardly say that I am not, for a single 
moment,complaining that the public and the public 
press misuse these words. I do not see how, with their 
lack of comprehension of what Art is, they could 
possibly use them in the proper sense. I am merely 
pointing out the misuse; and as for the origin of 
the misuse and the meaning that lies behind it all, 
the explanation is very simple. It comes from the 
barbarous conception of authority. It comes from 
the natural inability of a community corrupted by 
authority to understand or appreciate Individual- 
ism. In a word, it comes from that monstrous and 
ignorant thing that is called Public Opinion, 
which, bad and well-meaning as it is when it tries 
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to control action, is infamous and of evil meaning 
when it tries to control Thought or Art. 

Indeed, there is much more to be said in favour 
of the physical force of the public than there is in 
favour of the public’s opinion. The former may 
be fine. The latter must be foolish. It is often 
said that force is no argument. That, however, 
entirely depends on what one wants to prove. Many 
of the most important problems of the last few cen- 
turies, such as the continuance of personal govern- 
ment in England, or feudalism in France, have 
been solved entirely by means of physical force. 
The very violence of a revolution may make the 
public grand and splendid for a moment. It was a 
fatal day when the public discovered that the pen is 
mightier than the paving-stone, and can be made as 
offensive as the brick-bat. They at once sought for 
the journalist, found him, developed him, and made 
him their industrious and well-paid servant. It is 
greatly to be regretted, for both their sakes. Be- 
hind the barricade there may be much that is noble 
and heroic. But what is there behind the leading 
article but prejudice, stupidity, cant, and twaddle? 
And when these four are joined together they make 
a terrible force, and constitute the new authority. 

In old days men had the rack. Now they have 
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the press. That is an improvement certainly. But 
still it is very bad, and wrong, and demoralising. 
Somebody—was it Burke ?—called journalism the 
fourth estate. That was true at the time, no doubt. 
But at the present moment it really is the only es- 
tate. It has eaten up the other three. The Lords 
Temporal say nothing, the Lords Spiritual have 
nothing to say, and the House of Commons has 
nothing to say and says it. We are dominated by 
Journalism. In America the President reigns for 
four years, and Journalism governs for ever and 
ever. Fortunately, in America journalism has car- 
ried its authority to the grossest and most brutal 
extreme. As a natural consequence it has begun to 
create a spirit of revolt. People are amused by it, 
or disgusted by it, according to their temperaments. 
But it is no longer the real force it was. It is not 
seriously treated. In England, Journalism, not, 
except in a few well-known instances, having been 
carried to such excesses of brutality, is still a 
great factor, a really remarkable power. The 
tyranny that it proposes to exercise over people’s 
private lives seems to me to be quite extraordinary. 
The fact is, that the public have an insatiable 
curiosity to know everything, except what is worth 
knowing. Journalism, conscious of this, and hav- 
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ing tradesmanlike habits, supplies their demands. 
In centuries before ours the public nailed the ears 
of journalists to the pump. That was quite hid- 
eous. In this century journalists have nailed their 
own ears to the keyhole. That is much worse. 
And what aggravates the mischief is that the jour- 
nalists who are most to blame are not the amusing 
journalists who write for what are called Society 
papers. The harm is done by the serious, thought- 
ful, earnest journalists, who solemnly, as they are 
doing at present, will drag before the eyes of the 
public some incident in the private life of a great 
statesman, of a man who is a leader of political 
thought as he is a creator of political force, and 
invite the public to discuss the incident, to exer- 
cise authority in the matter, to give their views, 
and not merely to give their views, but to carry 
them intoaction, todictate to the man upon all other 
points, to dictate to his party, to dictate to his 
country; in fact, to make themselves ridiculous, 
offensive, and harmful. The private lives of men 
and women should not be told to the public. The 
public have nothing to do with them at all. In 
France they manage these things better. There they 
do not allow the details of the trials that take place 
in the divorce courts to be published for the amuse- 


SOUL OF MAN UNDER SOCIALISM. 43 


ment or criticism of the public. All that the public 
are allowed to know is that the divorce has taken 
place and was granted on petition of one or other 
or both of the married parties concerned. In 
France, in fact, they limit the journalist, and allow 
the artist almost perfect freedom. Here we allow 
absolute freedom to the journalist, and entirely 
limit the artist. English public opinion, that is 
to say, tries to constrain and impede and warp the 
man who makes things that are beautiful in effect, 
and compels the journalist to retail things that are 
ugly, or disgusting, or revolting in fact, so that 
we have the most serious journalists in the world, 
and the most indecent newspapers. It is no exag- 
geration to talk of compulsion. There are possibly 
some journalists who take a real pleasure in pub- 
lishing horrible things, or who, being poor, look to 
scandals as forming a sort of permanent basis for 
an income. But there are other journalists, I feel 
certain, men of education and cultivation, who 
really dislike publishing these things, who know 
that it is wrong to do so, and only do it because 
the unhealthy conditions under which their occu- 
pation is carried on oblige them to supply the pub- 
lic with what the public wants, and to compete with 
other journalists in making that supply as full and 
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satisfying to the gross popular appetite as possible. 
It is a very degrading position for any body of 
educated men to be placed in, and I have no doubt 
that most of them feel it acutely. 

However, let us leave what is really a very sordid 
side of the subject, and return to the question of 
popular control in the matter of Art, by which I 
mean Public Opinion dictating to the artist the 
form which he is to use, the mode in which he is 
to use it, and the materials with which he is to 
work. I have pointed out that the arts which have 
escaped best in England are the arts in which the 
public have not been interested. They are, how- 
ever, interested in the drama, and as a certain ad- 
vance has been made in the drama within the last 
ten or fifteen years, it is important to point out 
that this advance is entirely due to a few individual 
artists refusing to accept the popular want of taste 
as their standard, and refusing to regard Art as a 
mere matter of demand and supply. With his mar- 
vellous and vivid personality, with a style that has 
really a true colour-element in it, with his extraor- 
dinary power, not over mere mimicry, but over im- 
aginative and intellectual creation, Mr. Irving, had 
his sole object been to give the public what they 
wanted, could have produced the commonest plays 
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in the commonest manner, and made as much suc- 
cess and money as a man could possibly desire. 
But his object was not that. His object was to 
realise his own perfection as an artist, under cer- 
tain conditions, and in certain forms of Art. At 
first he appealed to the few: now he has educated 
the many. He has created in the public both taste 
and temperament. The public appreciate his 
artistic success immensely. I often wonder, how- 
ever, whether the public understand that that suc- 
cess is entirely due to the fact that he did not ac- 
cept their standard, but realised his own. With their 
standard the Lyceum would have been a sort of 
second-rate booth, as some of the popular theatres 
in London are at present. Whether they under- 
stand it or not, the fact, however, remains, that taste 
and temperament have to a certain extent been 
created in the public, and that the public are cap- 
able of developing these qualities. The problem 
then is, Why do not the public become more civil- 
ised? They have the capacity. What stops them? 

The thing that stops them, it must be said again, 
is their desire to exercise authority over the artist 
and over works of art. To certain theatres, such as 
the Lyceum and the Haymarket, the public seem 
to come in a proper mood. In both of these thea- 
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tres there have been individual artists, who have 
succeeded in creating in their audiences—and 
every theatre in London has its own audience—the 
temperament to which Art appeals. And what is 
that temperament? It is the temperament of re- 
ceptivity. That is all. 

If a man approaches a work of art with any 
desire to exercise authority over it and the artist, 
he approaches it in such a spirit that he cannot re- 
ceive any artistic impression from it at all. The 
work of art is to dominate the spectator: the spec- 
tator is not to dominate the work of art. The 
spectator is to be receptive. He is to be the violin 
on which the master is to play. And the more 
completely he can suppress his own silly views, his 
own foolish prejudices, his own absurd ideas of 
what Art should be or should not be, the more 
likely he is to understand and appreciate the work 
of art in question. This is, of course, quite obvious 
in the case of the vulgar theatre-going public of 
English men and women. But it is equally true 
of what are called educated people. For an edu- 
cated person’s ideas of Art are drawn naturally 
from what Art has been, whereas the new work of 
art is beautiful by being what Art has never been; 
and to measure it by the standard of the past is to 
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measure it by a standard on the rejection of which 
its real perfection depends. A temperament cap- 
able of receiving, through an imaginative medium, 
and under imaginative conditions, new and beau- 
tiful impressions is the only temperament that can 
appreciate a work of art. And true as this is in 
the case of the appreciation of sculpture and paint- 
ing, it is still more true of the appreciation of such 
arts as the drama. For a picture and a statue are 
not at war with Time. They take no count of its 
succession. In one moment their unity may be 
apprehended. In the case of literature it is differ- 
ent. Time must be traversed before the unity of 
effect is realised. And so, in the drama, there may 
occur in the first act of the play something whose 
real artistic value may not be evident to the spec- 
tator till the third or fourth act is reached. Is the 
silly fellow to get angry and call out, and disturb 
the play, and annoy the artists? No. The honest 
man is to sit quietly, and know the delightful emo- 
tions of wonder, curiosity, and suspense. He is 
not to go to the play to lose a vulgar temper. He 
is to go to the play to realise an artistic tempera- 
ment. He is to go to the play to gain an artistic 
temperament. He is not the arbiter of the work 
of art. He is one who is admitted to contemplate 


48 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


the work of art, and, if the work be fine, to forget 
in its contemplation all the egotism that mars him 
—the egotism of his ignorance, or the egotism of 
his information. This point about the drama is 
hardly, I think, sufficiently recognised. I can quite 
understand that were Macbeth produced for the 
first time before a modern London audience, many 
of the people present would strongly and vigor- 
ously object to the introduction of the witches in 
the first act, with their grotesque phrases and their 
ridiculous words. But when the play is over one 
realises that the laughter of the witches in Mac- 
beth is as terrible as the laughter of madness in 
Lear, more terrible than the laughter of Iago in 
the tragedy of the Moor. No spectator of art needs 
a more perfect mood of receptivity than the spec- 
tator of a play. The moment he seeks to exercise 
authority he becomes the avowed enemy of Art and 
of himself. Art does not mind. It is he who 
suffers. 

With the novel it is the same thing. Popular 
authority and the recognition of popular authority 
are fatal. Thackeray’s Esmond is a beautiful 
work of art because he wrote it to please himself. 
In his other novels, in Pendennis, in Philip, 
in Vanity Fair even, at times, he is too conscious 
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of the public, and spoils his work by appealing di- 
rectly to the sympathies of the public, or by directly 
mocking at them. A true artist takes no notice 
whatever of the public. The public are to him 
non-existent. He has no poppied or honeyed cakes 
through which to give the monster sleep or susten- 
ance. He leaves that to the popular novelist. One 
incomparable novelist we have now in England, 
Mr. George Meredith. There are better artists in 
France, but France has no one whose view of life 
is so large, so varied, so imaginatively true. There 
are tellers of stories in Russia who have a more 
vivid sense of what pain in fiction may be. But 
to him belongs philosophy in fiction. His people 
not merely live, but they live in thought. One can 
see them from myriad points of view. They are 
suggestive. There is soul in them and around 
them. They are interpretative and symbolic. And 
he who made them, those wonderful quickly mov- 
ing figures, made them for his own pleasure, and 
has never asked the public what they wanted, has 
never cared to know what they wanted, has never 
allowed the public to dictate to him or influence 
him in any way, but has gone on intensifying his 
own personality, and producing his own individual 
work. At first none came to him. That did not 
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matter. Then the few came to him. That did not 
change him. The many have come now. He is 
still the same. He is an incomparable novelist. 
With the decorative arts it is not different. The 
public clung with really pathetic tenacity to what I 
believe were the direct traditions of the Great Ex- 
hibition of international vulgarity, traditions that 
were so appalling that the houses in which people 
lived were only fit for blind people to live in. 
Beautiful things began to be made, beautiful col- 
ours came from the dyer’s hand, beautiful patterns 
from the artist’s brain, and the use of beautiful 
things and their value and importance were set 
forth. The public were really very indignant. 
They lost their temper. They said silly things. 
No one minded. No one was a whit the worse. 
No one accepted the authority of public opinion. 
And now it is almost impossible to enter any mod- 
ern house without seeing some recognition of good 
taste, some recognition of the value of lovely sur- 
roundings, some sign of appreciation of beauty. In 
fact, people’s houses are, as a rule, quite charming 
nowadays. People have been to a very great extent 
civilised. It is only fair to state, however, that the 
extraordinary success of the revolution in house 
decoration and furniture and the like has not really 


SOUL OF MAN UNDER SOCIALISM. 51 


been due to the majority of the public developing a 
very fine taste in such matters. It has been chiefly 
due to the fact that the craftsmen of things so ap- 
preciated the pleasure of making what was beauti- 
ful, and woke to such a vivid consciousness of the 
hideousness and vulgarity of what the public had 
previously wanted, that they simply starved the 
public out. It would be quite impossible at the 
present moment to furnish a room as rooms were 
furnished a few years ago, without going for every- 
thing to an auction of second-hand furniture from 
some third-rate lodging-house. The things are no 
longer made. However they may object to it, peo- 
ple must nowadays have something charming in 
their surroundings. Fortunately for them, their 
assumption of authority in these art matters came 
to entire grief. 

It is evident, then, that all authority in such 
things is bad. People sometimes inquire what form 
of government is most suitable for an artist to live 
under. To this question there is only one answer. 
The form of government that is most suitable to 
the artist is no government at all. Authority over 
him and his art is ridiculous. It has been stated 
that under despotisms artists have produced lovely 
work. This is not quite so. Artists have visited 
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despots, not as subjects to be tyrannised over, but 
as wandering wonder-makers, as fascinating vag- 
rant personalities, to be entertained and charmed 
and suffered to be at peace, and allowed to create. 
There is this to be said in favour of the despot, that 
he, being an individual, may have culture, while 
the mob, being a monster, has none. One who is 
an Emperor and King may stoop down to pick up a 
brush for a painter, but when the democracy stoops 
down it is merely to throw mud. And yet the 
democracy have not so far to stoop as the Emperor. 
In fact, when they want to throw mud they have 
not to stoop at all. But there is no necessity to 
_separate the monarch from the mob; all authority 
is equally bad. 

There are three kinds of despots. There is the 
despot who tyrannises over the body. There is the 
despot ‘who tyrannises over the soul. There is the 
despot who tyrannises over soul and body alike. 
The first is called the Prince. The second is called 
the Pope. The third is called the People. The 
Prince may be cultivated. Many Princes have 
been. Yet in the Prince there is danger. One 
thinks of Dante at the bitter feast in Verona, of 
Tasso in Ferrara’s madman’s cell. It is better for 
the artist not to live with Princes. The Pope may 
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be cultivated. Many Popes have been; the bad 
Popes have been. The bad Popes loved Beauty, 
almost as passionately, nay, with as much passion 
as the good Popes hated Thought. To the wicked- 
ness of the Papacy humanity owes much. The 
goodness of the Papacy owes a terrible debt to hu- 
manity. Yet, though the Vatican has kept the 
rhetoric of its thunders and lost the rod of its 
lightning, it is better for the artist not to live with 
Popes. It was a Pope who said of Cellini to a con- 
clave of Cardinals that common laws and common 
authority were not made for men such as he; but it 
was a Pope who thrust Cellini into prison, and 
kept him there till he sickened with rage, and 
created unreal visions for himself, and saw the 
gilded sun enter his room, and grew so enamoured 
of it that he sought to escape, and crept out from 
tower to tower, and falling through dizzy air at 
dawn, maimed himself, and was by a vine-dresser 
covered with vine leaves, and carried in a cart to 
one who, loving beautiful things, had care of him. 
There is danger in Popes. And as for the People, 
what of them and their authority? Perhaps of 
them and their authority one has spoken enough. 
Their authority is a thing blind, deaf, hideous, gro- 
tesque, tragic, amusing, serious, and obscene. It is 
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impossible for the artist to live with the People. 
All despots bribe. The people bribe and brutalise. 
Who told them to exercise authority? ‘They were 
made to live, to listen, and to love. Some one has 
done them a great wrong. They have marred them- 
selves by imitation of their inferiors. They have 
taken the sceptre of the Prince. How should they 
use it? They have taken the triple tiara of the 
Pope. How should they carry its burden? They 
are as a clown whose heart is broken. They are as 
a priest whose soul is not yet born. Let all who 
love Beauty pity them. Though they themselves 
love not Beauty, yet let them pity themselves. Who 
taught them the trick of tyranny? 

There are many other things that one might 
point out. One might point out how the Renais- 
sance was great, because it sought to solve no social 
problem, and busied itself not about such things, 
but suffered the individual to develop freely, beau- 
tifully, and naturally, and so had great and indi- 
vidual artists, and great and individual men. One 
might point out how Louis XIV, by creating the 
modern state, destroyed the individualism of the 
artist, and made things monstrous in their monot- 
ony of repetition, and contemptible in their con- 
formity to rule, and destroyed throughout all 
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France all those fine freedoms of expression that 
had made tradition new in beauty, and new modes 
one with antique form. But the past is of no im- 
portance. The present is of no importance. It is 
with the future that we have to deal. For the past 
is what man should not have been. The present is 
what man ought not to be. The future is what 
artists are. 

It will, of course, be said that such a scheme as is 
set forth here is quite unpractical, and goes against 
human nature. This is perfectly true. It is un- 
practical, and it goes against human nature. This 
is why it is worth carrying out, and that is why one 
proposes it. For what is a practical scheme? A 
practical scheme is either a scheme that is already 
in existence, or a scheme that could be carried out 
under existing conditions. But it is exactly the 
existing conditions that one objects to; and any 
scheme that could accept these conditions is 
wrong and foolish. The conditions will be done 
away with, and human nature will change. The 
only thing that one really knows about human na- 
ture is that it changes. Change is the one quality 
we can predicate of it. The systems that fail are 
those that rely on the permanency of human na- 
ture, and not on its growth and development. The 
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error of Louis XIV was that he thought human 
nature would always be the same. The result of 
his error was the French Revolution. It was an 
admirable result. All the results of the mistakes 
of governments are quite admirable. 

It is to be noted also that Individualism does not 
come to man with any sickly cant about duty, which 
merely means doing what other people want be- 
cause they want it; or any hideous cant about self- 
sacrifice, which is merely a survival of savage mu- 
tilation. In fact, it does not come to man with any 
claims upon him at all. It comes naturally and 
inevitably out of man. It is the point to which all 
development tends. It is the differentiation to 
which all organisms grow. It is the perfection that 
is inherent in every mode of life, and towards 
which every mode of life quickens. And so Indi- 
vidualism exercises no compulsion over man. On 
the contrary, it says to man that he should suffer 
no compulsion to be exercised over him. It does 
not try to force people to be good. It knows that 
people are good when they are let alone. Man will 
develop Individualism out of himself. Man is now 
so developing Individualism. To ask whether In- 
dividualism is practical is like asking whether 
Evolution is practical. Evolution is the law of life, 
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and there is no evolution except towards Individ- 
ualism. Where this tendency is not expressed, it 
is a case of artificially arrested growth, or of dis- 
ease, or of death. 

Individualism will also be unselfish and unaf- 
fected. It has been pointed out that one of the re- 
sults of the extraordinary tyranny of authority is 
that words are absolutely distorted from their 
proper and simple meaning, and are used to express 
the obverse of their right signification. What is true 
about Art is true about Life. A man is called 
affected, nowadays, if he dresses as he likes to 
dress. But in doing that he is acting in a per- 
fectly natural manner. Affectation, in such mat- 
ters, consists in dressing according to the views of 
one’s neighbour, whose views, as they are the views 
of the majority, will probably be extremely stupid. 
Or a man is called selfish if he lives in the manner 
that seems to him most suitable for the full realisa- 
tion of his own personality ; if, in fact, the primary 
aim of his life is self-development. But this is the 
way in which every one should live. Selfishness 1s 
not living as one wishes to live, it is asking others 
to live as one wishes to live. And unselfishness is 
letting other people’s lives alone, not interfering 
with them. Selfishness always aims at creating 
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around it an absolute uniformity of type. Unsel- 
fishness recognises infinite variety of type as a de- 
lightful thing, accepts it, acquiesces in it, enjoys 
it. It is not selfish to think for oneself. A man 
who does not think for himself does not think at 
all. It is grossly selfish to require of one’s neigh- 
bour that he should think in the same way, and 
hold the same opinions. Why should he? If he 
can think, he will probably think differently. If 
he cannot think, it is monstrous to require thought 
of any kind from him. A red rose is not selfish _ 
because it wants to be a red rose. It would be hor- 
ribly selfish if it wanted all the other flowers in the 
garden to be both red and roses. Under Individ- 
ualism people will be quite natural and absolutely 
unselfish, and will know the meanings of the words, 
and realise them in their free, beautiful lives. Nor 
will men be egotistic as they are now. For the 
egotist is he who makes claims upon others, and 
the Individualist will not desire to do that. It will 
not give him pleasure. When man has realised In- 
dividualism, he will also realise sympathy and ex- 
ercise it freely and spontaneously. Up to the pres- 
ent man has hardly cultivated sympathy at all. 
He has merely.sympathy with pain, and sympathy 
with pain is not the highest form of sympathy. 
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All sympathy is fine, but sympathy with suffering 
ts the least fine mode. It is tainted with egotism. 
It is apt to become morbid. There is in it a cer- 
tain element of terror for our own safety. We be- 
come afraid that we ourselves might be as the leper 
or as the blind, and that no man would have care 
of us. It is curiously limiting, too. One should 
sympathise with the entirety of life, not with life’s 
sores and maladies merely, but with life’s joy and 
beauty and energy and health and freedom. The 
wider sympathy is, of course, the more difficult. 
It requires more unselfishness. Anybody can sym- 
pathise with the sufferings of a friend, but it re- 
quires a very fine nature—it requires, in fact, the 
nature of a true Individualist—to sympathise with 
a friend’s success. In the modern stress of com- 
petition and struggle for place, such sympathy is 
naturally rare, and is also very much stifled by the 
immoral ideal of uniformity of type and conform- 
ity to rule which is so prevalent everywhere, and is 
perhaps most obnoxious in England. 

Sympathy with pain there will, of course, al- 
ways be. It is one of the first instincts of man. 
The animals which are individual, the higher ani- 
mals that is to say, share it with us. But it must 
be remembered that while sympathy with joy in- 
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tensifies the sum of joy in the world, sympathy with 
pain does not really diminish the amount of pain. 
It may make man better able to endure evil, but the 
evil remains. Sympathy with consumption does 
not cure consumption; that is what Science does. 
And when Socialism has solved the problem of 
poverty, and Science solved the problem of disease, 
the area of the sentimentalists will be lessened, 
and the sympathy of man will be large, healthy, 
and spontaneous. Man will have joy in the con- 
templation of the joyous lives of others. 

For it is through joy that the Individualism of 
the future will develop itself. Christ made no at- 
tempt to reconstruct society, and consequently the 
Individualism that He preached to man could be 
realised only through pain or in solitude. The 
ideals that we owe to Christ are the ideals of the 
man who abandons society entirely, or of the man 
who resists society absolutely. But man is nat- 
urally social. Hven the Thebaid became peopled 
at last. And though the cenobite realises his per- 
sonality, it is often an impoverished personal- 
ity that he so realises. Upon the other hand, the 
terrible truth that pain is a mode through which 
man may realise himself exercised a wonderful fas- 
cination over the world. Shallow speakers and 
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shallow thinkers in pulpits and on platforms often 
talk about the world’s worship of pleasure, and 
whine against it. But it is rarely in the world’s 
history that its ideal has been one of joy and 
beauty. The worship of pain has far more often 
dominated the world. Medizvalism, with its saints 
and martyrs, its love of self-torture, its wild pas- 
sion for wounding itself, its gashing with knives, 
and its whipping with rods—Medievalism is real 
Christianity, and the medieval Christ is the real 
Christ. When the Renaissance dawned upon the 
world, and brought with it the new ideals of the 
beauty of life and the joy of living, men could not 
understand Christ. Even Art shows us that. The 
painters of the Renaissance drew Christ as a little 
boy playing with another boy in a palace or a gar- 
den, or lying back in His mother’s arms, smiling at 
her, or at a flower, or at a bright bird; or as a noble, 
stately figure moving nobly through the world; or 
as a wonderful figure rising in a sort of ecstasy 
from death to life. Even when they drew Him cru- 
cified, they drew Him as a beautiful God on whom 
evil men had inflicted suffering. But He did not 
preoccupy them much. What delighted them was 
to paint the men and women whom they admired, 
and to show the loveliness of this lovely earth. 
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They painted many religious pictures ; in fact, they 
painted far too many, and the monotony of type 
and motive is wearisome and was bad for art. It 
was the result of the authority of the public in art 
matters, and it is to be deplored. But their soul 
was not in the subject. Raphael was a great artist 
when he painted his portrait of the Pope. When 
he painted his Madonnas and infant Christs, he is 
not a great artist at all. Christ had no message for 
the Renaissance, which was wonderful because it 
brought an ideal at variance with His, and to find 
the presentation of the real Christ we must go to 
medieval art. There He is one maimed and 
marred ; one who is not comely to look on, because 
Beauty is a joy; one who is not in fair raiment, 
because that may be a joy also: He is a beggar who 
has a marvellous soul; He is a leper whose soul is 
divine; He needs neither property nor health; He 
is a God realising His perfection through pain. 
The evolution of man is slow. The injustice of 
men is great. It was necessary that pain should 
be put forward as a mode of self-realisation. Even 
now in some places in the world, the message of 
Christ is necessary. No one who lived in modern 
Russia could possibly realise his perfection except 
by pain. A few Russian artists have realised them- 
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selves in Art, in a fiction that is medieval in char- 
acter, because its dominant note is the realisation 
of men through suffering. But for those who are 
not artists, and to whom there is no mode of life 
but the actual life of fact, pain is the only door to 
perfection. A Russian who lives happily under 
the present system of government in Russia must 
either believe that man has no soul, or that, if he 
has, it is not worth while developing. A Nihilist 
who rejects all authority, because he knows author- 
ity to be evil, and who welcomes all pain, because 
through that he realises his personality, is a real 
Christian. To him the Christian ideal is a true 
thing. 

And yet, Christ did not revolt against authority. 
He accepted the imperial authority of the Roman 
Empire and paid tribute. He endured the ecclesi- 
astical authority of the Jewish Church, and would 
not repel its violence by any violence of His own. 
He had, as I said before, no scheme for the recon- 
struction of society. But the modern world has 
schemes. It proposes to do away with poverty and 
the suffering that it entails. It desires to get rid 
of pain, and the suffering that pain entails. It 
trusts to Socialism and to Science as its methods. 
What it aims at is an Individualism expressing 
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itself through joy. This Individualism will be 
larger, fuller, lovelier than any Individualism has 
ever been. Pain is not the ultimate mode of per- 
fection. It is merely provisional and a protest. It 
has reference to wrong, unhealthy, unjust sur- 
roundings. When the wrong, and the disease, and 
the injustice are removed, it will have no further 
place. It will have done its work. It was a great 
work, but it is almost over. Its sphere lessens every 
day. 

Nor will man miss it. For what man has sought 
for is, indeed, neither pain nor pleasure, but simply 
Life. Man has sought to live intensely, fully, per- 
fectly. When he can do so without exercising re- 
straint on others, or suffering it ever, and his 
activities are all pleasurable to him, he will be 
saner, healthier, more civilised, more himself. 
Pleasure is Nature’s test, her sign of approval. 
When man is happy, he is in harmony with himself 
and his environment. The new Individualism, for 
whose service Socialism, whether it wills it or not, 
is working, will be perfect harmony. It will be 
what the Greeks sought for, but could not, except 
in Thought, realise completely, because they had 
slaves, and fed them; it will be what the Renais- 
sance sought for, but could not realise completely 
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except in Art, because it had slaves, and starved 
them. It will be complete, and through it each 
man will attain to his perfection. The new Indi- 
vidualism is the new Hellenism. 


The Rise of Historical Criticism 


THE RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 
CHAPTER I. 


Historical criticism nowhere occurs as an iso- 
lated fact in the civilisation or literature of any 
people. It is part of that complex working towards 
freedom which may be described as the revolt 
against authority. It is merely one facet of that 
speculative spirit of an innovation, which in the 
sphere of action produces democracy and revolu- 
tion, and in that of thought, is the parent of phil- 
osophy and physical science; and its importance 
as a factor of progress is to be rested not so much 
on the results it attains to, as on the tone of 
thought which it represents, and the method by 
which it works. 

Being thus the resultant of forces essentially 
revolutionary, it is not to be found in the ancient 
world among the material despotisms of Asia or 
the stationary civilisation of Egypt. The clay cyl- 
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inders of Assyria and Babylon, the hieroglyphics of 
the pyramids, form not history but the material 
for history. 

The Chinese annals, ascending as they do to the 
barbarous forest life of the nation, are marked with 
a soberness of judgment, a freedom from inven- 
tion, which is almost unparalleled in the writings 
of any people; but the protective spirit which is 
the characteristic of that people proved as fatal 
to their literature as to their commerce. Free crit- 
icism is as unknown as free trade; while as re- 
gards the Hindus, the acute, analytical, and logical 
mind is directed rather to grammar criticism and 
philosophy than to history or chronology—indeed, 
in history their imagination seems to have run 
wild, legend and fact are so indissolubly mingled 
together that any attempt to separate them seems 
vain; if we except the identification of the Greek 
Sandracottus with the Indian Chandragupta, we 
have really no clue by which we can test the truth 
of their writings or examine their method of in- 
vestigation. 

It is among the Hellenic branch of the Indo- 
Germanic race that history proper is to be found, 
as well as the spirit of historical criticism ; among 
that wonderful offshoot of the primitive Aryas, 
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whom we call by the name of Greeks, and to whom, 
as has been well said, we owe all that moves in the 
world except the blind forces of nature. 

For, from the day when they left the chill table- 
lands of Tibet, and journeyed, a nomad people, 
to A‘gean shores, the characteristic of their na- 
ture has been the search for light, and the spirit 
of historical criticism is part of that wonderful 
Aufklirung or illumination of the intellect which 
seems to have burst on the Greek race like a great 
flood of light about the sixth century B.c. 

L’esprit d’un siecle ne nait pas et ne meurt pas 
a jour fixé and the first critic is perhaps as diffi- 
cult to discover as the first man. It is from de- 
mocracy that the spirit of criticism borrows its in- 
tolerance of dogmatic authority, from physical sci- 
ence the alluring analogies of law and order, from 
philosophy the conception of an essential unity un- 
derlying the complex manifestations of phenom- 
ena, and it appears first as rather a changed atti- 
tude of mind than as a principle of research, and 
its earliest influences are to be found in the sacred 
writings. 

For men begin to doubt in questions of religion 
first, and then in matters of more secular interest ; 
and as regards the nature of the spirit of histori- 


72 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


cal criticism itself in its ultimate development, it 
is not merely confined to the empirical method 
of ascertaining whether an event happened or not, 
but is concerned also with the investigation into 
the causes of events, the general relations which 
phenomena of life hold to one another, and in its 
ultimate development passes into the wider ques- 
tion of the philosophy of history. 

Now, while the workings of historical criticism 
in these two spheres of sacred and uninspired his- 
tory are essentially manifestations of the same 
spirit, yet their methods are so different, the canons 
of evidence so entirely separate, and the motives 
in each case so unconnected, that it will be nec- 
essary, for a clear estimation of the progress of 
Greek thought, that we should consider these two 
questions entirely apart from one another. I shall 
then in both cases take the succession of writers 
in their chronological order as representing the 
rational order—not that the succession of time is 
always the succession of ideas, or that dialectics 
moves ever in the straight line in which Hegel 
conceives its advance. 

In Greek thought, as elsewhere, there are peri- 
ods of stagnation and apparent retrogression, yet 
their intellectual development, not merely in the 
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question of historical criticism, but in their art, 
their poetry and their philosophy, seems so essen- 
tially normal, so free from all disturbing external 
influences, so peculiarly rational, that in following 
in the footsteps of time we shall really be progress- 
ing in the order sanctioned by reason. 


CHAPTER II. 


At an early period in their intellectual develop- 
ment the Greeks reached that critical point in the 
history of every civilised nation when speculation 
invades the domain of revealed truth, when the 
spiritual ideals of the people can no longer be 
satisfied by the lower, material conceptions of their 
inspired writers, and when men find it impossible 
to pour the new wine of free thought into the old 
bottles of a narrow and a trammeling creed. 

From their Aryan ancestors they had received 
the fatal legacy of a mythology stained with im- 
moral and monstrous stories which strove to hide 
the rational order of nature in a chaos of miracles, 
and to mar by imputed wickedness the perfection 
of God’s nature—a very shirt of Nessus in which 
the Heracles of rationalism barely escaped anni- 
hilation. Now while undoubtedly the speculations 
of Thales, and the alluring analogies of law and 
order afforded by physical science, were most im- 
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portant forces in encouraging the rise of the spirit 
of scepticism, yet it was on its ethical side that the 
Greek mythology was chiefly open to attack. 

It is difficult to shake the popular belief in 
miracles, but no man will admit sin and immor- 
ality as attributes of the Ideal he worships; so 
the first symptoms of a new order of thought are 
shown in the passionate outcries of Xenophanes 
and Heraclitus against the evil things said by 
Homer of the sons of God; and in the story told 
by Pythagoras, how that he saw tortured in Hell 
the “two founders of Greek theology,” we can rec- 
ognise the rise of the “Aufklirung” as clearly as we 
see the Reformation foreshadowed in the “Inferno” 
of Dante. 

Any honest belief, then, in the plain truth of 
these stories soon succumbed before the destruc- 
tive effects of the a priori ethical criticism of this 
school; but the orthodox party, as is their custom, 
found immediately a convenient shelter under the 
egis of the doctrine of metaphors and concealed 
meanings. 

To this allegorical school the tale of the fight 
around the walls of Troy was a mystery, behind 
which, as behind a veil, were hidden certain moral 
and physical truths. The contest between Athena 
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and Ares was that eternal contest between rational 
thought and the brute force of ignorance; the ar- 
rows which rattled in the quiver of the “Far Dar- 
ter” were no longer the instruments of vengeance 
shot from the golden bow of the child of God, but 
the common rays of the sun, which was itself noth- 
ing but a mere inert mass of burning metal. 

Modern investigation, with the ruthlessness of 
Philistine analysis, has ultimately brought Helen 
of Troy down to a symbol of the dawn. There 
were Philistines among the Greeks also who saw 
in the Ava avdpdv a mere metaphor for at- 
mospheric power. 

Now while this tendency to look for metaphors 
and hidden meanings must be ranked as one of 
the germs of historical criticism, yet it was essen- 
tially unscientific. Its inherent weakness is clearly 
pointed out by Plato, who showed that while this 
theory will no doubt explain many of the current 
legends, yet, if it is to be appealed to at all, it 
must be as a universal principle; a position he is 
by no means prepared to admit. 

Like many other great principles, it suffered 
from its disciples, and furnished its own refuta- 
tion when the web of Penelope was analysed into a 
metaphor of the rules of formal logic, the warp 
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representing the premises, and the woof the con- 
clusion. 

Rejecting, then, the allegorical interpretation of 
the sacred writings as an essentially dangerous 
method, proving either too much or too little, Plato 
himself returns to the earlier mode of attack, and 
rewrites history with a didactic purpose, laying 
down certain ethical canons of historical criticism. 
God is good; God is just; God is true; God is 
without the common passions of men. These are 
the tests to which we are to bring the stories of 
the Greek religion. 

“God predestines no men to ruin, nor sends de- 
struction on innocent cities; He never walks the 
earth in strange disguise, nor has to mourn for the 
death of any well beloved son. Away with the 
tears for Sarpedon, the lying dream sent to Aga- 
memnon, and the story of the broken covenant !”* 

Similar ethical canons are applied to the ac- 
counts of the heroes of the days of old, and by 
the same @ priori principles Achilles is rescued 
from the charges of avarice and insolence in a 
passage which may be recited as the earliest in- 
stance of that “whitewashing of great men,” as it 


*Plato, Rep., B’k II, 380; Ill., 388; 391. 
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has been called, which is so popular in our own 
day, when Catiline and Clodius are represented as 
honest and far-seeing politicians, when “eine edle 
und gute Natur” is claimed for Tiberius, and Nero 
is rescued from his heritage of infamy, as an ac- 
complished dilettante, whose moral aberrations are 
more than excused by his exquisite artistic sense 
and charming tenor voice. 

But besides the allegorising principle of inter- 
pretation, and the ethical reconstruction of history, 
there was a third theory, which may be called the 
semi-historical, and which goes by the name of 
Euhemeros, though he was by no means the first 
to propound it. 

Appealing to a fictitious monument which he 
declared that he had discovered in the Island of 
Panchaia, and which purported to be a column 
erected by Zeus, and detailing the incidents of 
his reign on earth, this shallow thinker attempted 
to show that the gods and heroes of ancient Greece 
were “mere ordinary mortals, whose achievements 
had been a good deal exaggerated and misrepre- 
sented,” and that the proper canon of historical 
criticism as regards the treatment of myths was to 
rationalise the incredible, and to present the plaus- 
ible residuum as actual truth. 
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To him and his school, the centaurs, for in- 
stance, those mythical sons of the storm, strange 
links between the lives of men and of animals, were 
merely some youths from the village of Nephele 
in Thessaly, distinguished for their sporting tastes ; 
the “living harvest of panoplied knights,’ which 
sprang so mystically from the dragon’s teeth, a 
body of mercenary troops supported by the profits 
on a successful speculation in ivory; and Actzon, 
an ordinary master of hounds, who, living before 
the days of subscription, was eaten out of house 
and home by the expenses of his kennel! 

Now, that under the glamour of myth and leg- 
end some substratum of historical fact may lie, is 
a proposition rendered extremely probable by the 
modern investigations into the workings of the 
mytho-poeic spirit in post-Christian times. Char- 
lemagne and Roland, St. Francis and William Tell 
are none the less real personages because their his- 
tories are filled with much that is fictitious and 
incredible, but in all cases what is essentially nec- 
essary, is some independent external corroboration, 
such as is afforded by the mention of Roland and 
Roncesvalles in the chronicles of Eginhard, or (in 
the sphere of Greek legend) by the excavations at 
Hissarlik. But to rob a mythical narrative of its 
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kernel of supernatural elements, and to present the 
dry husk thus obtained as historical fact, is, as 
has been well said, to mistake entirely the true 
method of investigation and to identify plausibil- 
ity with truth. 

And as regards the critical point urged by 
Palephatos, Strabo and Polybios, that pure inven- 
tion on Homer’s part is inconceivable, we may 
without scruple allow it, for myths, like constitu- 
tions, grow gradually, and are not formed in a 
day. But between a poet’s deliberate creation and 
historical accuracy there is a wide field for the 
exercise of the mytho-poeic faculty. 

This Euhemeristic theory was welcomed as an 
essentially philosophical and critical method by 
the unscientific Romans, to whom it was intro- 
duced by the poet Ennius, that pioneer of cosmo- 
politan Hellenicism, and it continued to charac- 
terise the tone of ancient thought on the question 
of the treatment of mythology till the rise of Chris- 
tianity, when it was turned by such writers as Au- 
gustin and Minucius Felix into a formidable 
weapon of attack on Paganism. It was then aban- 
doned by all those who still bent the knee to Athena 
or to Zeus, and a general return, aided by the phil- 
osophic mystics of Alexandria, to the allegorising 


RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 81 


principle of interpretation took place, as the only 
means of saving the deities of Olympus from the 
Titan assaults of the new Galilean God; in what 
vain defence, the statue of Mary set in the heart of 
the Pantheon can best tell us. 

Religions, however, may be absorbed, but they 
never are disproved, and the stories of the Greek 
mythology, spiritualised by the purifying influence 
of Christianity, reappear in many of the southern 
parts of Europe in our own day. The old fable 
that the Greek gods took service with the new 
religion under assumed names has more truth in 
it than the many care to discover. 

Having now traced the progress of historical 
criticism in the special treatment of myth and leg- 
end, I shall proceed to investigate the form in 
which the same spirit manifested itself as regards 
what one may term secular history and secular 
historians. The field traversed will be found to be 
in some respects the same, but the mental atti- 
tude, the spirit, the motive, of investigation are all 
changed. 

There were heroes before the son of Atreus, and 
historians before Herodotus, yet the latter is right- 
ly hailed as the father of history, for in him we 
discover not merely the empirical connection of 
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cause and effect, but that constant reference to 
Laws, which is the characteristic of the historian 
proper. 

For all history must be essentially universal ; 
not in the sense of comprising all the synchro- 
nous events of the past time, but through the uni- 
versality of the principles employed. And the 
great conceptions which unify the work of Hero- 
dotus are such as even modern thought has not 
yet rejected. The immediate government of the 
world by God, the nemesis and punishment which 
sin and pride invariably bring with them, the re- 
vealing of God’s purpose to His people by signs 
and omens, by miracles and by prophecy; these are 
to Herodotus the laws which govern the phenom- 
ena of history. He is essentially the type of the 
supernatural historian; his eyes are ever strained 
to discern the Spirit of God moving over the face 
of the waters of life; he is more concerned with 
final than with efficient causes. 

Yet we can discern in him the rise of that his- 
toric sense which is the rational antecedent of the 
science of historical criticism, the guotxor 
KPITH PLOY, to use the words of a Greek writer, as 
opposed to that which comes either Téyvy or 
AwWayn. 
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He has passed through the valley of faith and 
has caught a glimpse of the sun-lit heights of 
Reason; but like all those who, while accepting 
the supernatural, yet attempt to apply the canons 
of rationalism, he is essentially inconsistent. For 
the better apprehension of the character of this 
historic sense in Herodotus it will be necessary 
to examine at some length the various forms of 
criticism in which it manifests itself. 

Such fabulous stories as that of the Phenix, 
of the goat-footed men, of the headless beings with 
eyes in their breasts, of the men who slept six 
months in the year (Tovro ov« évdéyopar THY 
apynv), of the wehr-wolf of the Neuri, and the 
like, are entirely rejected by him as being opposed 
to the ordinary experience of life, and to those nat- 
ural laws whose universal influence the early Greek 
physical philosophers had already made known to 
the world of thought. Other legends, such as the 
suckling of Cyrus by a bitch, or the feather-rain of 
northern Europe, are rationalised and explained 
into a woman’s name and a fall of snow. The 
supernatural origin of the Scythian nation from 
the union of Hercules and the monstrous Echidna 
is set aside by him for the more probable account 
that they were a nomad tribe driven by the Mas- 
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sagetee from Asia; and he appeals to the local 
names of their country as proof of the fact that 
Kimmerians were the original possessors. 

But in the case of Herodotus it will be more 
instructive to pass on from points like these to 
those questions of general probability, the true ap- 
prehension of which depends rather on a certain 
quality of mind than on any possibility of formu- 
lated rules; questions which form no unimportant 
part of scientific history, for it must be remem- 
bered always that the canons of historical criticism 
are essentially different from those of judicial evi- 
dence, for they cannot, like the latter, be made 
plain to every ordinary mind, but appeal to a cer- 
tain historical faculty founded on the experience 
of life. Besides, the rules for the reception of evi- 
dence in courts of law are purely stationary, while 
the science of historical probability is essentially 
progressive, and changes with the advancing spirit 
of each age. 

Now, of all the speculative canons of historical 
criticism, none is more important than that which 
rests on psychological probability. 

Arguing from his knowledge of human nature, 
Herodotus rejects the presence of Helen within 
the walls of Troy. Had she been there, he says, 
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Priam and his kinsmen would never have been 
so mad (ppevofiafeis) as not to give her up, 
when they and their children and their city were 
in such peril (II, 118); and as regards the au- 
thority of Homer, some incidental passages in his 
poem show that he knew of Helen’s sojourn in 
Egypt during the siege, but selected the other story 
as being a more suitable motive for an epic. Simi- 
larly, he does not believe that the Alemaeonide, a 
family who had always been the haters of tyranny 
(utc oTupavyvor), and to whom, even more than to 
Harmodius and Aristogeiton, Athens owed its lib- 
erty, would ever have been so treacherous as to 
hold up a shield after the battle of Marathon as 
a signal for the Persian host to fall on the city. 
A shield, he acknowledges, was held up, but it 
could not possibly have been done by such friends 
of liberty as the house of Alemaeon; nor will he 
believe that a great king like Rhampsinitos would 
have sent his daughter Katioat én’ oiknparos. 

Elsewhere he argues from more general consid- 
erations of probability; a Greek courtesan like 
Rhodopis would hardly have been rich enough to 
build a pyramid, and besides, on chronological 
grounds, the story is impossible (II, 134). 

In another passage (II, 63) after giving an ac- 
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count of the forcible entry of the priests of Ares 
into the chapel of the god’s mother, which seems 
to have been a sort of religious faction fight where 
sticks were freely used (uayy SUAo101 Kaptep”), 
“T feel sure,” he says, “that many of them died 
from getting their heads broken, notwithstanding 
the assertions of the Egyptian priests to the con- 
trary.” There is also something charmingly naive 
in the account he gives of the celebrated Greek 
Swimmer who dived a distance of eighty stadia to 
give his countrymen warning of the Persian ad- 
vance. “If, however,” he says, “I may offer an 
opinion on the subject, I would say that he came 
in a boat.” 

There is, of course, something a little trivial in 
some of the instances I have quoted, but in a 
writer like Herodotus, who stands on the border 
land between faith and rationalism, one likes to 
note even the most minute instances of the rise of 
the critical and sceptical spirit of enquiry. 

How really strange, at base, it was with him 
may, I think, be best shown by a reference to those 
passages where he applies rationalistic tests to mat- 
ters connected with religion. He nowhere, indeed, 
grapples with the moral and scientific difficulties 
of the Greek bible, and where he rejects as incred- 
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ible the marvellous achievements of Hercules in 
Egypt, he does so on the express grounds that he 
had not yet been received among the gods, and so 
was still subject to the ordinary conditions of mor- 
tal life (ér1 avOpwmor éovTa). 

Even within these limits, however, his religious 
conscience seems to have been troubled at such dar- 
ing rationalism, and the passage (II, 45) concludes 
with a pious hope that God will pardon him for 
having gone so far. The great rationalistic pas- 
sage being, of course, that in which he rejects the 
mythical account of the foundation of Dodona. 
“How can a dove speak with a human voice?” he 
asks, and rationalises the bird into a foreign priest- 
ess. 

Similarly, he seems more inclined to believe that 
the great storm at the beginning of the Persian 
War ceased from ordinary atmospheric causes, and 
not in consequence of the incantations of the Mag- 
ians. He calls Melampus, whom the majority of 
the Greeks looked on as an inspired prophet, “a 
clever man who had acquired for himself the art 
of prophecy ;” and as regards the miracle told of 
the Adginetan statues of the primeval deities of 
Damia and Auxesia, that they fell on their knees 
when the sacrilegious Athenians strove to carry 
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them off, “any one may believe it,” he says, “who 
likes, but as for myself, I place no credence in the 
tale.” 

So much, then, for the rationalistic spirit of his- 
torical criticism, as far as it appears explicitly in 
the works of this great and philosophic writer ; but 
for an adequate appreciation of his position we 
must also note how conscious he was of the value 
of documentary evidence, of the use of inscriptions, 
of the importance of the poets as throwing light on 
manners and customs as well as on historical inci- 
dents. No writer of any age has more vividly rec- 
ognised the fact that history is a matter of evi- 
dence, and that it is as necessary for the historian 
to state his authority as it is to produce one’s wit- 
nesses in a court of law. 

While, however, we can discern in Herodotus 
the rise of an historic sense, we must not blind 
ourselves to the large amount of instances where 
he receives supernatural influences as part of the 
ordinary forces of life. Compared to Thucydides, 
who succeeded him in the development of history, 
he appears almost like a medieval writer matched 
with a modern rationalist. For, contemporary 
though they were, between these two authors there 
is an infinite chasm of thought. 
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The essential difference of their methods may 
be best illustrated from those passages where they 
treat of the same subject. The execution of the 
Spartan heralds of Nicolaus and Aneristus during 
the Peloponnesian war is regarded by Herodotus 
as one of the most supernatural instances of the 
workings of nemesis and the wrath of an outraged 
hero ; while the lengthened siege and ultimate fall 
of Troy was brought about, the avenging hand of 
God desiring to manifest unto men the mighty 
penalties which always follow upon mighty sins. 
But Thucydides either sees not, or desires not to 
see, in either of these events the finger of Provi- 
dence, or the punishment of wicked doers. The 
death of the heralds is merely an Athenian retalia- 
tion for similar outrages committed by the oppo- 
site side; the long agony of the ten years’ siege is 
merely due to the want of a good commissariat in 
the Greek army; while the fall of the city is the 
result of a united military attack consequent on a 
good supply of provisions. 

Now it is to be observed that in this latter pas- 
sage, as well as elsewhere, Thucydides is in no 
sense of the word a sceptic as regards his attitude 
towards the truth of these ancient legends. 

Agamemnon and Atreus, Theseus and Hurys- 
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theus, even Minos, about whom Herodotus had 
some doubts, are to him as real personages as Alci- 
biades or Gylippus. The points in his historical 
criticism of the past are, first, his rejection of all 
extra-natural interference; and secondly, the at- 
tributing to these ancient heroes the motives and 
modes of thought of his own day. The present 
was to him the key to the explanation of the past, 
as it was to the prediction of the future. 

Now as regards his attitude towards the super- 
natural he is at one with modern science. We, 
too, know that, just as the primeval coal beds re- 
veal to us the traces of rain-drops and other at- 
mospheric phenomena similar to those of our own 
day, so in estimating the history of the past, the 
introduction of no force must be allowed whose 
workings we cannot observe among the phenomena 
around us. To lay down canons of ultra-histori- 
eal credibility for the explanation of events which 
happen to have preceded us by a few thousand 
years is as thoroughly unscientific as it is to inter- 
mingle preter-natural in geological theories. 

Whatever the canons of art may be, no difficulty 
in history is so great as to warrant the introduc- 
tion of a 00s azo pnyavis, in the sense of a vio- 
lation of the laws of nature. 
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Upon the other point, however, Thucydides falls 
into an anachronism. To refuse to allow the work- 
ings of chivalrous and self-denying motives among 
the knights of the Trojan crusade, because he saw 
none in the faction-loving Athenian of his own 
day, is to show an entire ignorance of the various 
characteristics of human nature developing under 
different circumstances, and to deny to a primitive 
chieftain like Agamemnon that authority founded 
on opinion, to which we give the name of Divine 
right, is to fall into an historical error quite as 
gross as attributing to Atreus the courting of the 
populace (tefepanevKdra tov Shor) with a 
view to the Mykenzan throne. 

The general method of historical criticism pur- 
sued by Thucydides having been thus indicated, it 
remains to proceed more into detail as regards 
those particular points where he claims for himself 
a more rational method of estimating evidence 
than either the public or his predecessors possessed. 

“So little pains,’ he remarks, “do the vulgar 
take in the investigation of truth, satisfied with 
their preconceived opinions,” that the majority of 
the Greeks believe in a Pitanate cohort of the 
Spartan army and in a double vote being the pre- 
rogative of the Spartan kings, neither of which 
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opinions has any foundation in fact. But the chief 
point on which he lays stress as evincing the “un- 
critical way with which men receive legends, even 
the legends of their own country, is the entire base- 
lessness of the common Athenian tradition in 
which Harmodius and Aristogeiton were represent- 
ed as the patriotic liberators of Athens from the 
Peisistratid tyranny. So far, he points out, from 
the love of freedom being their motive, both of 
them were influenced by merely personal considera- 
tions, Aristogeiton being jealous of Hipparchus’ 
attention to Harmodius, then a beautiful boy in 
the flower of Greek loveliness, while the latter’s 
indignation was roused by an insult offered to his 
sister by the prince. 

Their motives, then, were personal revenge, 
while the result of their conspiracy only served to 
rivet still more tightly the chains of servitude 
which bound Athens to the Peisistratid house, for 
Hipparchus, whom they killed, was only the ty- 
rant’s younger brother, and not the tyrant himself. 

To prove his theory that Hippias was the elder, 
he appeals to the evidence afforded by a public 
inscription in which his name occurs immediately 
after that of his father, a point which he thinks 
shows he was the eldest, and so the heir. This 
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view he further corroborates by another inscription, 
on the altar of the Apollo, which mentions the 
children of Hippias and not those of his brothers; 
“for it was natural for the eldest to be married 
first’; and besides this, on the score of general 
probability he points out that, had Hippias been 
the younger, he would not have so easily obtained 
the tyranny on the death of Hipparchus. 

Now, what is important in Thucydides, as 
evinced in the treatment of legend generally, is 
not the results he arrived at, but the method by 
which he works. The first great rationalistic his- 
torian, he may be said to have paved the way for 
all those who followed after him, though it must 
always be remembered that, while the total ab- 
sence in his pages of all the mystical paraphernalia 
of the supernatural theory of life is an advance 
in the progress of rationalism, and an era in sci- 
entific history, whose importance could never be 
overestimated, yet we find along with it a total 
absence of any mention of those various social 
and economical features which form such impor- 
tant factors in the evolution of the world, and to 
which Herodotus rightly gave great prominence in 
his immortal work. The history of Thucydides 
is essentially one-sided and incomplete. The intri- 
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cate details of sieges and battles, subjects with 
which the historian proper has really nothing to 
do except so far as they may throw light on the 
spirit of the age, we would readily exchange for 
some notice of condition of private society in Ath- 
ens, or the influence and position of women. 

There is an advance in the method of historical 
criticism; there is an advance in the conception 
and motive of history itself; for in Thucydides we 
may discern that natural reaction against the in- 
trusion of didactic and theological considerations 
into the sphere of the pure intellect, the spirit of 
which may be found in the Euripidean treatment 
of tragedy, and the later schools of art, as well 
as in the Platonic conception of science. 

History, no doubt, has splendid lessons for our 
instruction, just as all good art comes to us as 
the herald of the noblest truth. But to set before 
either the painter or the historian, the inculcation 
of moral lessons as an aim to be consciously pur- 
sued, is to entirely miss the true motive and char- 
acteristic of both art and history, which is in the 
one case the creation of beauty, in the other the 
discovery of the laws of the evolution of progress: 
“Tl ne faut demander de Art que l’Art, du passé 
que le passé.” 
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Herodotus wrote to illustrate the wonderful ways 
of Providence and the nemesis that falls on sin, 
and his work is a good example of the truth that 
nothing can dispense with criticism so much as a 
moral aim. Thucydides has no creed to preach, 
no doctrine to prove. He analyses the results 
which follow inevitably from certain antecedents, 
in order that on a recurrence of the same crises 
men may know how to act. 

His object was to discover the laws of the past 
so as to serve as a light to illumine the future. 
We must not confuse the recognition of the util- 
ity of history with any ideas of a didactic aim. 
Two points more in Thucydides remain for our 
consideration: his treatment of the rise of Greek 
civilisation, and of the primitive condition of Hel- 
las, as well as the question how far can he be really 
said to have recognised the existence of laws regu- 
lating the complex phenomena of life. 


CHAPTER III. 


The investigation into the two great problems 
of the origin of society and the philosophy of his- 
tory occupies such an important position in the 
evolution of Greek thought, that to obtain any 
clear view of the workings of the critical spirit 
it will be necessary to trace at some length their 
rise and scientific development, as evinced not 
merely in the works of historians proper, but also 
in the philosophical treatises of Plato and Aris- 
totle. The important position which these two 
great thinkers occupy in the progress of historical 
criticism can hardly be overestimated. I do not 
mean merely as regards their treatment of the 
Greek bible, and Plato’s endeavours to purge sa- 
cred history of its immorality by the application 
of ethical canons at the time when Aristotle was 
beginning to undermine the basis of miracles by 
his scientific conception of law, but with reference 
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to these two wider questions of the rise of civil 
institutions and the philosophy of history. 

And first, as regards the current theories of the 
primitive condition of society, there was a wide 
divergence of opinion in Hellenic society, just as 
there is now, for while the majority of the ortho- 
dox public, of whom Hesiod may be taken as the 
representative, looked back as a great many of 
our own day still do, to a fabulous age of inno- 
cent happiness, a “bell’ eta dell’ auro,’ when sin 
and death were unknown, and men and women 
were like gods, the foremost men of intellect, such 
as Aristotle and Plato, Aischylus, and many of the 
other poets,* saw in primitive man “a few small 
sparks of humanity preserved on the tops of moun- 
tains after some deluge,” “without an idea of cit- 
ies, governments, or legislation,” “living the lives 
of wild beasts in sunless caves,” “their only law 
being the survival of the fittest.” 

And this, too, was the opinion of Thucydides, 
whose “Archzologia,” as it is called, contains a 
most valuable disquisition on the early condition 
of Hellas, which it will be necessary to examine 
at some length. 


*Plato’s Laws; Acschylus’ Prometheus Bound. 
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Now, as regards the means employed generally 
by Thucydides for the elucidation of ancient his- 
tory, I have already pointed out how that, while 
acknowledging that “it is the tendency of every 
poet to exaggerate, as it is of every chronicler to 
seek to be attractive at the expense of truth,” he 
vet assumes in the thoroughly Euhemeristic way, 
that under the veil of myth and legend there does 
yet exist a rational basis of fact discoverable by 
the method of rejecting all supernatural interfer- 
ence as well as any extraordinary motives influ- 
encing the actors. It is in complete accordance 
with this spirit that he appeals, for instance, to the 
Homeric epithet of davetos, as applied to Corinth, 
as a proof of the early commercial prosperity of 
that city; to the fact of the generic name Hellenes 
not occurring in the Iliad as a corroboration of 
his theory of the essentially disunited character of 
the primitive Greek tribes; and he argues from the 
line “O’er many islands and all Argos ruled,” as 
applied to Agamemnon, that his forces must have 
been partially naval, “for Agamemnon’s was a 
continental power, and he could not have been 
master of any but the adjacent islands, and these 
would not be many but through the possession of 
a fleet.” 
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Anticipating in some measure the comparative 
method of research, he argues from the fact of 
the more barbarous Greek tribes, such as the Ato- 
lians and Acarnanians, still carrying arms in his 
own day, that this custom was the case originally 
over the whole country. “The fact,” he says, 
“that the people in these parts of Hellas are still 
living in the old way, points to a time when the 
same mode of life was equally common to all.” 
Similarly, in another passage he shows how a cor- 
roboration of his theory of the respectable char- 
acter of piracy in ancient days is afforded by “the 
honour with which some of the inhabitants of 
the continent still regard a successful marauder,” 
as well as by the fact that the question, “Are you 
a pirate?” is a common feature of primitive so- 
ciety, as shown in the poets; and finally, after ob- 
serving how the old Greek custom of wearing belts 
in gymnastic contests still survived among the 
more uncivilised Asiatic tribes, he observes that 
“there are many other points in which a likeness 
may be shown between the life of the primitive 
Hellenes and that of the barbarians of to-day.” 

As regards the evidence afforded by ancient re- 
mains, while adducing as a proof of the insecure 
character of early Greek society, the fact of their 
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cities* being always built at some distance from 
the sea, he is yet careful to warn us, and the cau- 
tion ought to be borne in mind by all archeolo- 
gists, that we have no right to conclude from the 
scanty remains of any city that its legendary 
greatness in primitive times was a mere exaggera- 
tion. We are not justified, he says, in rejecting 
the tradition of the magnitude of Trojan arma- 
ment, because Mykene and the other towns of 
that age seem to us small and insignificant. For, 
if Lacedemon was to become desolate, any anti- 
quarian judging merely from its ruins, would be 
inclined to regard the tale of the Spartan hege- 
mony as an idle myth; for the city is a mere col- 
lection of villages after the old fashion of Hellas, 
and has none of those splendid public buildings 
and temples which characterise Athens, and whose 
remains in the case of the latter city would be 
so marvellous as to lead the superficial observer 
into an exaggerated estimate of the Athenian 
power. Nothing can be more scientific than the 
archeological canons here laid down, whose truth 


*Note.—Somewhat in the same spirit Plato, in his 
laws, appeals to the local position of Ilion, among 
the rivers of the plain, as a proof that it was not built 
till long after the Deluge. 
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is so strikingly illustrated to any one who has 
compared the waste fields of the Eurotas plain 
with the lordly monuments of the Athenian acrop- 
olis.* 

On the other hand, Thucydides is quite con- 
scious of the value of the positive evidence afforded 
by archzological remains. He appeals, for in- 
stance, to the character of the armour found in the 
Delian tombs and the peculiar mode of sepulture, 
as corroboration of his theory of the predomi- 
nance of the Carian element among the primitive 
islanders, and to the concentration of all the tem- 
ples either in the Acropolis, or in its immediate 
vicinity, to the name of aorv by which it was 
still known, and to the extraordinary sanctity of 
the spring of water there, as proof that the primi- 
tive city was originally confined to the citadel, and 
the district immediately beneath it. (B’k II, 16.) 
And lastly, in the very opening of his history, an- 
ticipating one of the most scientific of modern 


*Notr.—Plutarch remarks that the only evidence 
Greece possesses of the truth that the legendary pow- 
er of Athens is no “romance or idle story,” is the pub- 
lic and sacred buildings. This is an instance of the 
exaggerated importance given to ruins, against which 
Thucydides is warning us. 
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methods, he points out how in early states of civ- 
ilisation immense fertility of the soil tends to 
favour the personal aggrandisement of individuals, 
and so to stop the normal progress of the country, 
through “the rise of factions, that endless source 
of ruin”; and also by the allurements it offers 
to a foreign invader, to necessitate a continual 
change of population, one immigration following 
on another. He exemplifies his theory by pointing 
to the endless political revolutions that character- 
ised Arcadia, Thessaly, and Beotia, the three rich- 
est spots in Greece, as well as by the negative in- 
stance of the undisturbed state in primitive time 
of Attica, which was always remarkable for the 
dryness and poverty of its soil. 

Now, while undoubtedly in these passages we 
may recognise the first anticipation of many of 
the most modern principles of research, we must 
remember how essentially limited is the range of 
the Archeologia, and how no theory at all is of- 
fered on the wider questions of the general con- 
ditions of the rise and progress of humanity, a 
problem which is first scientifically discussed in the 
“Republic” of Plato. 

And at the outset it must be premised that, 
while the study of primitive man is an essentially 
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inductive science, resting rather on the accumu- 
lation of evidence than on speculation, among the 
Greeks it was prosecuted rather on deductive prin- 
ciples. Thucydides did indeed avail himself of the 
opportunities afforded by the unequal development 
of civilisation in his own day in Greece, and in 
the places I have pointed out seems to have antici- 
pated the comparative method. But we do not find 
later writers availing themselves of the wonderfully 
accurate and picturesque accounts given by Hero- 
dotus of the customs of savage tribes. To take one 
instance, which bears a good deal on modern ques- 
tions, we find in the works of this great traveller 
the gradual and progressive steps in the develop- 
ment of the family life clearly manifested in the 
mere gregarious herding together of the Agathyrsi, 
their primitive kinsmanship through women com- 
mon, and the rise of a feeling of paternity from 
a state of polyandry. This tribe stood at that time 
on that border land between umbilical relationship 
and the family, which has been such a difficult 
point for modern anthropologists to find. 

The ancient authors, however, are unanimous in 
insisting that the family is the ultimate unit of 
society, though, as I have said, an inductive study 
of primitive races, or even the accounts given of 
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them by Herodotus, would have shown them that 
the veortia i61a of a personal household, to use 
Plato’s expression, is really a most complex no- 
tion appearing always in a late stage of civilisa- 
tion, along with recognition of private property 
and the rights of individualism. 

Philology also, which in the hands of modern 
investigators has proved such a splendid instru- 
ment of research, was in ancient days studied on 
too unscientific principles to be of much use. Hero- 
dotus points out that the word Hridanos is essen- 
tially Greek in character, that consequently the 
river supposed to run round the world is probably 
a mere Greek invention. His remarks, however, 
on language generally, as in the case of Piromis 
and the ending of the Persian names, show on 
what unsound basis his knowledge of language 
rested. 

In the Bacche of Euripides there is an extreme- 
ly interesting passage in which the immoral stories 
of the Greek mythology are accounted for on the 
principle of that misunderstanding of words and 
metaphors, to which modern science has given the 
name of a disease of language. In answer to the 
impious rationalism of Pentheus—a sort of mod- 
ern Philistine—Teiresias, who may be termed the 


RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 105 


Max Miiller of the Theban cycle, points out that 
the story of Dionysos being enclosed in Zeus’ thigh 
really rose from the linguistic confusion between 
pnpos and Ounpos. 

On the whole, however, for I have only quoted 
these two instances to show the unscientific char- 
acter of early philology, we may say that this im- 
portant instrument in recreating the history of the 
past was not really used by the ancients as a means 
of historical criticism. Nor did the ancients em- 
ploy that other method, used to such advantage in 
our own day, by which in the symbolism and for- 
mulas of an advanced civilisation we can detect the 
unconscious survival of ancient customs; for 
whereas, in the sham capture of the bride at the 
marriage feast, which was common in Wales till 
a recent time, we can discern the lingering remin- 
iscence of the barbarous habit of exogamy, the 
ancient writers saw only the deliberate commemo- 
ration of an historical event. 

Aristotle does not tell us by what method he 
discovered that the Greeks used to buy their wives 
in primitive times, but judging by his general 
principles, it was probably through some legend 
or myth on the subject which lasted to his own 
day, and not as we would do, by arguing back 
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from the marriage presents giver to the bride and 
her relatives.* 

Three passages in Plutarch’s life of Theseus will 
illustrate this point very clearly, which it is neces- 
sary to dwell on at some length, as it is essentially 
a question of method. 

The origin of the common proverb “worth so 
many beeves,” in which we discern the unconscious 
survival of a purely pastoral state of society before 
the use of metals was known, is ascribed by Plu- 
tarch to the fact of Theseus having coined money 
bearing a bull’s head. Similarly, the Amathusian 
festival, in which a young man imitated the la- 
bours of a woman in travail, is regarded by him 
as a rite instituted in Ariadne’s honour, and the 
Carian adoration of asparagus, as a simple com- 
memoration of the adventure of the nymph Peri- 
gune. In the first of these we discern the begin- 
ning of agnation and kinsmanship through the 
father, which still lingers in the “couvee” of New 
Zealand tribes; while the second is a relic of the 
totem and fetish worship of plants. 

Now, in: entire opposition to this modern in- 


*NoTE.—The fictitious sale in the Roman marriage 
per co-emptionem was originally, of course, a real 
sale. 
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ductive principle of research, stands the philoso- 
pher Plato, whose account of primitive man is 
entirely speculative and deductive. 

The origin of society he ascribes to necessity, the 
mother of all inventions, and imagines that indi- 
vidual men began deliberately to herd together on 
account of the advantages of the principle of di- 
vision of labour and the rendering of mutual need. 

It must, however, be borne in mind that Plato’s 
object in this whole passage in the “Republic” 
was perhaps, not so much to analyse the condi- 
tions of early society, as to illustrate the impor- 
tance of the division of labour, the shibboleth of 
his political economy, by showing what a powerful 
factor it must have been in the most primitive 
as well as in the most complex states of society ; 
just as in the “Laws” he almost rewrites entirely 
the history of the Peloponnesos in order to prove 
the necessity of a balance of power. He surely, 
I mean, must have recognised himself how essen- 
tially incomplete his theory was in taking no ac- 
count of the origin of family life, the position and 
influence of women, and other social questions, 
as well as in disregarding those deeper motives of 
religion, which are such important factors in early 
civilisation, and whose influence Aristotle seems 
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to have clearly apprehended, when he says that 
the aim of primitive society was not merely life, 
but the higher life, and that in the origin of so- 
ciety utility is not the sole motive, but that there 
is something spiritual in it, if, at least, spiritual 
will bring out the meaning of that complex expres- 
sion t0 KaAdyv. Otherwise the whole account in the 
“Republic” of primitive man will always remain 
as a warning against the intrusion of @ prior 
speculations in the domain appropriate to induc- 
tion. 

Now, Aristotle’s theory of the origin of society, 
like his philosophy of ethics, rests ultimately on 
the principle of final causes, not in the theological 
meaning of an aim or tendency imposed from 
without, but in the scientific sense of function cor- 
responding to organ. “Nature maketh no thing 
in vain” is the text of Aristotle in this as in other 
enquiries. Man being the only animal possessed 
with the power of rational speech, is, he asserts, 
by nature intended to be social, more so than the 
bee or any other gregarious creature. 

He is pvoet woArT7K03,and the natural tendency 
towards higher forms of perfection brings the 
“armed savage who used to sell his wife” to the 
free independence of a free state, and to the icdrms 
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Tov woxetv Kal Tod apyeo bat, which was the test 
of true citizenship. The stages passed through by 
humanity start with the family first as the ultimate 
unit. 

The conglomeration of families forms a village 
ruled by that patriarchal sway which is the oldest 
form of government in the world, as is shown by 
the fact that all men count it to be the constitu- 
tion of Heaven, and the villages are merged into 
the state, and here the progression stops. 

For Aristotle, like all Greek thinkers, found his 
ideal within the walls of the z0Azs, . yet perhaps 
in his remark that a united Greece would rule 
the world we may discern some anticipation of 
that “federal union of free states into one con- 
solidated empire,” which, more than the 701s, is 
to our eyes the ultimately perfect polity. 

How far Aristotle was justified in regarding the 
family as the ultimate unit, with the materials 
afforded to him by Greek literature, I have already 
noticed. Besides, Herodotus, I may remark, had 
he reflected on the meaning of that Athenian law, 
which, while prohibiting marriage with a uterine 
sister, permitted it with a sister-germane, or, on 
the common tradition in Athens that before the 


110 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


time of Cecrops children always bore their moth- 
ers’ names, or, on some of the Spartan regulations, 
he could hardly have failed to see the universality 
of kinsmanship through women in early days, and 
the late appearance of monandry. Yet, while he 
missed this point, in common, it must be acknowl- 
edged, with many modern writers, such as Sir 
Henry Maine, it is essentially as an explorer of 
inductive instances that we recognise his improve- 
ment on Plato. The treatise wept zokiteiwy, did 
it remain to us in its entirety, would have been 
one of the most valuable landmarks in the progress 
of historical criticism, and the first scientific trea- 
tise on the science of comparative politics. 

A few fragments still remain to us,* in one of 
which we find Aristotle appealing to the authority 
of an ancient inscription on the “Disk of Iphitus,” 
one of the most celebrated Greek antiquities, to 
corroborate his theory of the Lycurgean revival of 
the Olympian festival ; while his enormous research 
is evinced in the elaborate explanation he gives of 
the historical origin of proverbs, such as ‘‘ovdets 
péyas Kakos ix00s,” of religious songs like the 


*Recent discoveries in Egypt have given to us al- 
most all of this precious work.—[Eb.] 
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“id pev #5 ’AOnvas” of the Botticean virgins, or 
the praises of love and war. 

And finally it is to be observed how much wider 
than Plato’s, his theory of the origin of society is. 
They both rest on a psychological basis, but Aris- 
totle’s recognition of the capacity for progress and 
the tendency towards a higher life shows how much 
deeper his knowledge of human nature was. 

In imitation of these two philosophers, Polybius 
gives an account of the origin of society in the 
opening of his philosophy of history. Somewhat 
in the spirit of Plato, he imagines that after one 
of the cyclic deluges which sweep off mankind at 
stated periods and annihilate all pre-existing civ- 
ilisation, the few surviving members of humanity 
coalesce for mutual protection, and, as is the case 
with ordinary animals, the one most remarkable 
for physical strength is elected king. In a short 
time, owing to the workings of sympathy and the 
desire of approbation, the moral qualities begin 
to make their appearance, and intellectual instead 
of bodily excellence becomes the qualification for 
sovereignty. 

Other points, as the rise of law and the like, 
are dwelt on in a somewhat modern spirit, and 
although Polybius seems not to have employed 
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the inductive method of research in this question, 
yet his accounts of early society, or rather, I should 
say, of the hierarchical order of the rational pro- 
gress of ideas in life, are not far removed from 
what the laborious investigations of modern tray- 
ellers have given us. 

And, indeed, as regards the working of the spec- 
ulative faculty in the creation of history, it is in 
all respects marvellous how that the most truthful 
accounts of the passage from barbarism to civili- 
sation in ancient literature come from the works 
of poets. The elaborate researches of Mr. Taylor 
and Sir John Lubbock have done little more than 
verify the theories put forward in the Prometheus 
Bound and the De Natura Rerum; yet neither 
AXschylus nor Lucretius followed in the modern 
path, but rather attained to truth by a certain 
almost mystic power of creative imagination, such 
as we now seek to banish from science as a dan- 
gerous power, though to it science seems to owe 
many of its most splendid generalities.* 

Leaving, then, the question of the origin of 
society as treated by the ancients, I shall now turn 


*Notr.—Notably, of course, in the case of heat and 
its laws. 
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to the other and the more important question of 
how far they may be said to have attained to what 
we call the philosophy of history. 

Now, at the outset we must note that, while the 
conceptions of Law and Order have been univer- 
sally received as the governing principles of the 
phenomena of nature in the sphere of physical 
science, yet their intrusion into the domain of his- 
tory, and the life of man, has always been met 
with a strong opposition, on the ground of the 
incalculable nature of two great forces acting on 
human action, a certain causeless spontaneity 
which men call free will, and the extra-natural in- 
terference which they attribute as a constant at- 
tribute to God. 

Now, that there is a science of the apparently 
variable phenomena of history, is a conception 
which we have perhaps only recently begun to ap- 
preciate ; yet, like all other great thoughts, it seems 
to have come to the Greek mind spontaneously, 
through a certain splendour of imagination, in 
the morning tide of their civilisation, before in- 
ductive research had armed them with the instru- 
ments of verification. For I think it is possible 
to discern in some of the mystic speculations of 
the early Greek thinkers that desire to discover 
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what is that “invariable existence of which there 
are variable states,’ and to incorporate in some 
one formula the law which may serve to explain 
the different manifestations of all organic bodies, 
man included, which is the germ of the philosophy 
of history ; the germ indeed of an idea, of which it 
is not too much to say that on it any kind of his- 
torical criticism, worthy of the name, must ulti- 
mately rest. 

For the very first requisite for any scientific 
conception of history is the doctrine of uniform 
sequence: in other words, that certain events hav- 
ing happened, certain other events corresponding 
to them will happen also; that the past is the key 
of the future. 

Now, at the birth of this great conception sci- 
ence, it is true, presided, yet religion it was which 
at the outset clothed it in its own garb, and famil- 
iarised men with it by appealing to their hearts 
first and then to their intellects; knowing that at 
the beginning of things, it is through the moral 
nature, and not through the intellectual, that great 
truths are spread. 

So in Herodotus, who may be taken as a rep- 
resentative of the orthodox tone of thought, the 
idea of the uniform sequence of cause and effect 
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appears under the theological aspect of Nemesis 
and Providence; which is really the scientific con- 
ception of law, only it is viewed from an ethical 
standpoint. 

Now, in Thucydides the philosophy of history 
rests on the probability which the uniformity of 
human nature affords us, that the future will, in 
the course of human things, resemble the past, if 
not reproduce it. He appears to contemplate a 
recurrence of the phenomena of history as equally 
certain with a return of the epidemic of the Great 
Plague. 

Notwithstanding what German critics have writ- 
ten on the subject, we must beware of regarding 
this conception as a mere reproduction of that 
cyclic theory of events, which sees in the world 
nothing but the regular rotation of Strophé and 
Antistrophé, in the eternal choir of life and death. 

For in his remarks on the excesses of the Cor- 
cyrean Revolution, Thucydides distinctly rests his 
idea of the recurrence of history on the psycho- 
logical grounds of the general sameness of man- 
kind. 

“The sufferings,” he says, “which revolution en- 
tailed upon the cities were many and terrible, 
such as haye occurred, and always will occur, as 
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long as human nature remains the same, though 
in a severer or milder form, and varying in their 
symptoms according to the variety of the particu- 
lar cases. 

“Tn peace and prosperity states and individuals 
have better sentiments, because they are not con- 
fronted with imperious necessities; but war takes 
away the easy supply of men’s wants, and so proves 
a hard taskmaster, which brings most men’s char- 
acters to a level with their fortunes.” 


CHAPTER IV. 


It is evident that here Thucydides is ready to 
admit the variety of manifestations which external 
causes bring about in their workings on the 
uniform character of the nature of man. Yet, 
after all is said, these are perhaps but very general 
statements: the ordinary effects of peace and war 
are dwelt on, but there is no real analysis of the 
immediate causes and general laws of the phe- 
nomena of life, nor does Thucydides seem to 
recognize the truth that if humanity proceeds in 
circles, the circles are always widening. 

Perhaps we may say that with him the philos- 
ophy of history is partly in the metaphysical stage, 
and see, in the progress of this idea from Herodo- 
tus to Polybius, the exemplification of the Comtian 
Law of the three stages of thought, the theological, 
the metaphysical, and the scientific: for truly out 
of the vagueness of theological mysticism this con- 

117 


118 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


+ 


ception which we call the Philosophy of History 
was raised to a scientific principle, according to 
which the past was explained and the future pre- 
dicted by reference to general laws. 
' Now, just as the earliest account of the nature 
of the progress of humanity is to be found in 
Plato, so in him we find the first explicit attempt 
to found a universal philosophy of history upon 
wide rational grounds. Having created an ideally 
perfect state, the philosopher proceeds to give an 
elaborate theory of the complex causes which 
produce revolutions, of the moral effects of various 
forms of government and education, of the rise 
of the criminal classes and their connection with 
pauperism, and, in a word, to create history by 
the deductive method and to proceed from a priori 
psychological principles to discover the governing 
laws of the apparent chaos of political life. 
There have been many attempts since Plato to 
deduce from a single philosophical principle all 
the phenomena which experience subsequently veri- 
fies for us. Fichte thought he could predict the 
world-plan from the idea of universal time. 
Hegel dreamed he had found the key to the 
mysteries of life in the development of freedom, 
and Krause in the categories of being. But the 
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one scientific basis on which the true philosophy 
of history must rest is the complete knowledge of 
the laws of human nature in all its wants, its 
aspirations, its powers and its tendencies: and 
this great truth, which Thucydides may be said 
in some measure to have apprehended, was given 
to us first by Plato. 

Now, it cannot be accurately said of this philos- 
opher that either his philosophy or his history is 
entirely and simply a priori. On est de son siécle 
méme quand on y proteste, and so we find in him 
continual references to the Spartan mode of life, 
the Pythagorean system, the general character- 
istics of Greek tyrannies and Greek democracies. 
For while, in his account of the method of form- 
ing an ideal state, he says that the political artist 
is indeed to fix his gaze on the sun of abstract 
truth in the heavens of the pure reason, but is 
sometimes to turn to the realisation of the ideals 
on earth: yet, after all, the general character of 
the Platonic method, which is what we are 
specially concerned with, is essentially deductive 
and a priori. And he himself, in the building up 
of his Nephelococcygia, certainly starts with a 
xaBapos miveé, making a clean sweep of all history 
and all experience; and it was essentially as an 
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a priori theorist that he is criticised by Aristotle, 
as we shall see later. 

To proceed to closer details regarding the actual 
scheme of the laws of political revolutions as 
drawn out by Plato, we must first note that the 
primary cause of the decay of the ideal state is the 
general principle, common to the vegetable and 
animal worlds as well as to the world of history, 
that all created things are fated to decay—a 
principle which, though expressed in the terms of 
a mere metaphysical abstraction, is yet perhaps 
in its essence scientific. For we too must hold 
that a continuous redistribution of matter and 
motion is the inevitable result of the normal per- 
sistence of Force, and that perfect equilibrium is 
as impossible in politics as it certainly is in 
physics. 

The secondary causes which mar the perfection 
of the Platonic “city of the sun” are to be found 
in the intellectual decay of the race consequent 
on injudicious marriages and in the Philistine 
elevation of physical achievements over mental 
culture; while the hierarchical succession of Ti- 
mocracy and Oligarchy, Democracy and Tyranny, 
is dwelt on at great length and its causes ana- 
lysed in a very dramatic and psychological man- 
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ner, if not in that sanctioned by the actual order 
of history. 

And indeed it is apparent at first sight that the 
Platonic succession of states represents rather 
the succession of ideas in the philosophic mind 
than any historical succession of time. 

Aristotle meets the whole simply by an appeal 
to facts. If the theory of the periodic decay of 
all created things, he urges, be scientific, it must 
be universal, and so true of all the other states as 
well as of the ideal. Besides, a state usually 
changes into its contrary and not to the form 
next to it; so the ideal state would not change 
into Timocracy; while Oligarchy, more often than 
Tyranny, succeeds Democracy. Plato, besides 
says nothing of what a Tyranny would change to. 
According to the cycle theory it ought to pass 
into the ideal state again, but as a fact one 
Tyranny is changed into another as at Sicyon, or 
into a Democracy as at Syracuse, or into an 
Aristocracy as at Carthage. The example of 
Sicily, too, shows that an Oligarchy is often fol- 
lowed by a Tyranny, as at Leontini and Gela. 
Besides, it is absurd to represent greed as the 
chief motive of decay, or to talk of avarice as 
the root of Oligarchy, when in nearly all true 
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oligarchies money-making is forbidden by law. 
And finally the Platonic theory neglects the 
different kinds of democracies and of tyrannies. 

Now nothing can be more important than this 
passage in Aristotle’s Politics (v. 12.), which may 
be said to mark an era in the evolution of his- 
torical criticism. For there is nothing on which 
Aristotle insists so strongly as that the generalisa- 
tions from facts ought to be added to the data of 
the a priori method—a principle which we know 
to be true not merely of deductive speculative 
politics but of physics also: for are not the re- 
sidual phenomena of chemists a valuable source 
of improvement in theory? 

His own method is essentially historical though 
by no means impirical. On the contrary, this 
far-seeing thinker, rightly styled il maestro di 
color che sanno, may be said to have apprehended 
clearly that the true method is neither exclusively 
empirical nor exclusively speculative, but rather 
a union of both in the process called Analysis or 
the Interpretation of Facts, which has been de- 
fined as the application to facts of such general 
conceptions as may fix the important character- 
istics of the phenomena, and present them per- 
manently in their true relations. He too was the 
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first to point out, what even in our own day is 
incompletely appreciated, that nature, including 
the development of man, is not full of incoherent 
episodes like a bad tragedy, that inconsistency and 
anomaly are as impossible in the moral as they 
are in the physical world, and that where the 
superficial observer thinks he sees a revolution 
the philosophical critic discerns merely the grad- 
ual and rational evolution of the inevitable results 
of certain antecedents. 

And while admitting the necessity of a psycho- 
logical basis for the philosophy of history, he 
added to it the important truth that man, to be 
apprehended in his proper position in the universe 
as well as in his natural powers, must be studied 
from below in the hierarchical progression of 
higher function from the lower forms of life. 
The important maxim, that to obtain a clear con- 
ception of anything we must “study it in its 
growth from the very beginning,” is formally set 
down in the opening of the Politics, where, indeed, 
we shall find the other characteristic features of 
the modern Evolutionary theory, such as the 
“Differentiation of Function” and the “Survival 
of the Fittest” explicitly set forth. 

What a valuable step this was in the improve- 
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ment of the method of historical criticism it is 
needless to point out. By it, one may say, the 
true thread was given to guide one’s steps through 
the bewildering labyrinth of facts. For history 
(to use terms with which Aristotle has made us 
familiar) may be looked at from two essentially 
different standpoints; either as a work of art 
whose veAos or final cause is external to it and 
imposed on it from without; or as an organism 
containing the law of its own development in 
itself, and working out its perfection merely by 
the fact of being what it is. Now, if we adopt 
the former, which we may style the theological 
view, we shall be in continual danger of tripping 
into the pitfall of some a priori conclusion—that 
bourne from which, it has been truly said, no 
traveller ever returns. 

The latter is the only scientific theory and was 
apprehended in its fulness by Aristotle, whose 
application of the inductive method to history, 
and whose employment of the evolutionary theory 
of humanity, show that he was conscious that 
the philosophy of history is nothing separate from 
the facts of history but is contained in them, and 
that the rational law of the complex phenomena 
of life, like the ideal in the world of thought, is 
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to be reached through the facts, not superimposed 
on them—xara zoAdGv not rapa 7oddd: 

And finally, in estimating the enormous debt 
which the science of historical criticism owes to 
Aristotle, we must not pass over his attitude 
towards those two great difficulties in the forma- 
tion of a philosophy of history on which I have 
touched above. I mean the assertion of extra- 
natural interference with the normal development 
of the world and of the incalculable influence 
exercised by the power of free will. 

Now, as regards the former, he may be said to 
have neglected it entirely. The special acts of 
providence proceeding from God’s immediate 
government of the world, which Herodotus saw 
as mighty landmarks in history, would have been 
to him essentially disturbing elements in that 
universal reign of law, the extent of whose limit- 
less empire he of all the great thinkers of an- 
tiquity was the first explicitly to recognise. 

Standing aloof from the popular religion as 
well as from the deeper conceptions of Heredotus 
and the Tragic School, he no longer thought of 
God as of one with fair limbs and treacherous 
face haunting wood and glade, nor would he see 
in him a jealous judge continually interfering in 
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the world’s history to bring the wicked to punish- 
ment and the proud to a fall. God to him was 
the incarnation of the pure Intellect, a being 
whose activity was the contemplation of his own 
perfection, one whom Philosophy might imitate 
but whom prayers could never move, to the sub- 
lime indifference of whose passionless wisdom 
what were the sons of men, their desires or their 
sins? While, as regards the other difficulty and 
the formation of a philosophy of history, the con- 
flict of free will with general laws appears first 
in Greek thought in the usual theological form 
in which all great ideas seem to be cradled at their 
birth, 

It was such legends as those of (idipus and 
Adrastus, exemplifying the struggles of individ- 
ual humanity against the overpowering force of 
circumstances and necessity, which gave to the 
early Greeks those same lessons which we of 
modern days draw, in somewhat less artistic 
fashion, from the study of statistics and the laws 
of physiology. 

In Aristotle, of course, there is no trace of 
supernatural influence. The Furies, which drive 
their victim into sin first and then punishment, 
are no longer “viper-tressed goddesses with eyes 
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and mouth aflame,” but those evil thoughts which 
harbour within the impure soul. In this, as in all 
other’ points, to arrive at Aristotle is to reach the 
pure atmosphere of scientific and modern thought. 

But while he rejected pure necessitarianism in 
its crude form as essentially a reductio ad ab- 
surdum of life, he was fully conscious of the fact 
that the will is not a mysterious and ultimate unit 
of force beyond which we cannot go and whose 
special characteristic is inconsistency, but a cer- 
tain creative attitude of the mind which is, from 
the first, continually influenced by habits, educa- 
tion, and circumstance; so absolutely modifiable, 
in a word, that the good and the bad man alike 
seem to lose the power of free will; for the one is 
morally unable to sin, the other physically in- 
capacitated for reformation. 

And of the influence of climate and tempera- 
ture in forming the nature of man (a conception 
perhaps pressed too far in modern days when the 
“race theory” is supposed to be a sufficient expla- 
nation of the Hindoo, and the latitude and longi- 
tude of a country the best guide to its morals’) 
Aristotle is completely unaware. I do not allude 


1 Cousin errs a good deal in this respect. To say, as he did, “Give me the 
latitude and the longitude of a country, its rivers and its mountains, and I 
will deduce the race,” is surely a glaring exaggeration. 
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to such smaller points as the oligarchical tendencies 
of a horse-breeding country and the democratic 
influence of the proximity of the sea (important 
though they are for the consideration of Greek 
history), but rather to those wider views in the 
seventh book of his Politics, where he attributes 
the happy union in the Greek character of intel- 
lectual attainments with the spirit of progress 
to the temperate climate they enjoyed, and points 
out how the extreme cold of the north dulls the 
mental faculties of its inhabitants and renders 
them incapable of social organisation or extended 
empire; while to the enervating heat of eastern 
countries was due that want of spirit and bravery 
which then, as now, was the characteristic of the 
population in that quarter of the globe. 
. Thucydides has shown the casual connection 
between political revolutions and the fertility of 
the sail, but goes a step farther and points out 
the psychological influences on a people’s char- 
acter exercised by the various extremes of climate 
—in both cases the first appearance of a most 
valuable form of historical criticism. 

To the development of Dialectic, as to God, 
intervals of time are of no account. From Plato 
and Aristotle we pass direct to Polybius. 
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The progress of thought from the philosopher 
of the Academe to the Arcadian historian may 
be best illustrated by a comparison of the method 
by which each of the three writers, whom I have 
selected as the highest expression of the ration- 
alism of his respective age, attained to his ideal 
state: for the latter conception may be in a 
measure regarded as representing the most spirit- 
ual principle which they could discern in history. 

Now, Plato created his on a priori principles; 
Aristotle formed his by an analysis of existing 
constitutions; Polybius found his realised for him 
in the actual world of fact. Aristotle criticised 
the deductive speculations of Plato by means of 
inductive negative instances, but Polybius will 
not take the “Cloud City” of the Republic into 
account at all. He compares it to an athlete who 
has never run on “Constitution Hill,” to a statue 
so beautiful that it is entirely removed from the 
ordinary conditions of humanity, and consequently 
from the canons of criticism, 

The Roman state had attained in his eyes, by 
means of the mutual counteraction of three op- 
posing forces,’ that stable equilibrium in politics 


1 The monarchical, aristocratical, and democratic elements of the Roman 
constitution are referred to. 
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which was the ideal of all the theoretical writers 
of antiquity. And in connection with this point 
it will be convenient to notice here how much 
truth there is contained in the accusation often 
brought against the ancients that they knew noth- 
ing of the mea of Progress, for the meaning of 
many of their speculations will be hidden from 
us if we do not try and comprehend first what 
their aim was, and secondly why it was so. 

Now, like all wide generalities, this statement 
is at least inaccurate. The prayer of Plato’s 
ideal city—e& dyafGv dpeivous, kat E€ ddAwov dPAr 
pwrépous det Tods éxydvovs yiyverOa, might be written 
as a text over the door of the last Temple to 
Humanity raised by the disciples of Fourier and 
Saint-Simon, but it is certainly true that their 
ideal principle was order and permanence, not 
indefinite progress. For, setting aside the ar- 
tistic prejudices which would have led the Greeks 
to reject this idea of unlimited improvement, 
we may note that the modern conception of 
progress rests partly on the new enthusiasm 
and worship of humanity, partly on the splendid 
hopes of material improvements in civilisation 
which applied science has held out to us, two 
influences from which ancient Greek thought 


RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 131 


seems to have been strangely free. For the Greeks 
marred the perfect humanism of the great men 
whom they worshipped, by imputing them divinity 
and its supernatural powers; while their science 
was eminently speculative and often almost mystic 
in its character, aiming at culture and not utility, 
at higher spirituality and more intense reverence 
for law, rather than at the increased facilities of 
locomotion and the cheap production of common 
things about which our modern scientific school 
ceases not to boast. And lastly, and perhaps 
chiefly, we must remember that the “plague spot 
of all Greek states,” as one of their own writers 
has called it, was the terrible insecurity to life 
and property which resulted from the factions 
and revolutions which ceased not to trouble Greece 
at all times, raising a spirit of fanaticism such as 
religion raised in the Middle Ages of Europe. 
These considerations, then, will enable us to 
understand first how it was that, radical and 
unscrupulous reformers as the Greek political 
theorists were, yet, their end once attained, no 
modern conservatives raised such outcry against 
the slightest innovation. Even acknowledged 
improvements in such things as the games of 
children or the modes of music were regarded by 
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them with feelings of extreme apprehension as 
the herald of the drapeau rouge of reform. And 
secondly, it will show us how it was that Polybius 
found his ideal in the commonwealth of Rome, 
and Aristotle, like Mr. Bright, in the middle 
classes. Polybius, however, is not content merely 
with pointing out his ideal state, but enters at 
considerable length into the question of those 
general laws whose consideration forms the chief 
essentials of the philosophy of history. 

He starts by accepting the general principle 
that all things are fated to decay (which I noticed 
in the case of Plato), and that “as iron produces 
rust and as wood breeds the animals that destroy 
it, so every state has in it the seeds of its own 
corruption.” He is not, however, content to 
rest there, but proceeds to deal with the more 
immediate causes of revolutions, which he says 
are twofold in nature, either external or internal. 
Now, the former, depending as they do on the 
synchronous conjunction of other events outside 
the sphere of scientific estimation, are from their 
very character incalculable; but the latter, though 
assuming many forms, always result from the 
over-great preponderance of any single element 
to the detriment of the others, the rational law 
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lying at the base of all varieties of political 
changes being that stability can result only from 
the statistical equilibrium produced by the 
counteraction of opposing parts, since the more 
simple a constitution is the more it is insecure. 
Plato had pointed out before how the extreme 
liberty of a democracy always resulted in des- 
potism, but Polybius analyses the law and shows 
the scientific principles on which it rests. 

The doctrine of the instability of pure consti- 
tutions forms an important era in the philosophy 
of history. Its special applicability to the politics 
of our own day has been illustrated in the rise of 
the great Napoleon, when the French state had 
lost those divisions of caste and prejudice, of 
landed aristocracy and moneyed interest, insti- 
tutions in which the vulgar see only barriers to 
Liberty but which are indeed the only possible 
defences against the coming of that periodic Sirius 
of politics, the tYpawos éx rpoorartixis pitys. 

There is a principle which Tocqueville never 
wearies of explaining, and which has been sub- 
sumed by Mr. Herbert Spencer under that general 
law common to all organic bodies which we call 
the Instability of the Homogeneous. The va- 
rious manifestations of this law, as shown in the 
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normal, regular revolutions and evolutions of 
the different forms of government,’ are ex- 
pounded with great clearness by Polybius, who 
claimed for his theory, in the Thucydidean spirit, 
that it isa xrjpa és de, not a mere dyoucpa és TO 
mapaxpypya, and that knowledge of it will enable the 
impartial observer? to discover at any time what 
period of its constitutional evolution any particular 
state has already reached and into what form it will 
be next differentiated, though possibly the exact 
time of the changes may be more or less uncertain.* 

Now in this necessarily incomplete account of 
the laws of political revolutions as expounded by 
Polybius enough perhaps has been said to show 
what is his true position in the rational develop- 
ment of the “Idea” which I have called the Phi- 
losophy of History, because it is the unifying of 
history. Seen darkly as it is through the glass 
‘of religion in the pages of Herodotus, more 
metaphysical than scientific with Thucydides, 
Plato strove to seize it by the eagle-flight of spec- 
ulation, to reach it with the eager grasp of a 

1Polybius, vi. 9. ary modirerdy dvaxixAwows, ality dicews ol- 
Kovoula, 

2xwpls dpyfs } POdvou moiovpmevos THY drbdgpacw, 


8The various stages are ovoTacis, abfyo.s, axun, meTaBorAy és 
Tovumraney, 


RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 135 


soul impatient of those slower and surer induc- 
tive methods which Aristotle, in his trenchant 
criticism of his greater master, showed were more 
brilliant than any yague theory, if the test of 
brilliancy is truth. 

What then is the position of Polybius? Does 
any new method remain for him? Polybius was 
one of those many men who are born too late to 
be original. To Thucydides belongs the honour 
of being the first in the history of Greek thought 
to discern the supreme calm of law and order un- 
derlying the fitful storms of life, and Plato and 
Aristotle each represents a great new principle. 
To Polybius belongs the office—how noble an 
office he made it his writings show—of making 
more explicit the ideas which were implicit in his 
predecessors, of showing that they were of wider 
applicability and perhaps of deeper meaning than 
they had seemed before, of examining with more 
minuteness the laws which they had discovered, 
and finally of pointing out more clearly than any 
one had done the range of science and the means 
it offered for analysing the present and predicting 
what was to come. His office thus was to gather 
up what they had left, to give their principles 
new life by a wider application. 
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Polybius ends this great diapason of Greek 
thought. When the Philosophy of history appears 
next, as in Plutarch’s tract on “Why God’s anger 
is delayed,” the pendulum of thought had swung 
back to where it began. His theory was intro- 
duced to the Romans under the cultured style of 
Cicero, and was welcomed by them as the philo- 
sophical panegyric of their state. The last notice 
of it in Latin Literature is in the pages of Tacitus, 
who alludes to the stable polity formed out of 
these elements as a constitution easier to com- 
mend than to produce and in no case lasting. Yet 
Polybius had seen the future with no uncertain 
eye, and had prophesied the rise of the Empire 
from the unbalanced power of the ochlocracy fifty 
years and more before there was joy in the Julian 
household over the birth of that boy who, born to 
power as the champion of the people, died wearing 
the purple of a king. 

No attitude of historical criticism is more impor- 
tant than the means by which the ancients attained 
to the philosophy of history. The principle of 
heredity can be exemplified in literature as well as 
in organic life: Aristotle, Plato, and Polybius are 
the lineal ancestors of Fichte and Hegel, of Vico 
and Cousin, of Montesquieu and Tocqueville. 
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As my aim is not to give account of 
historians but to point out those great thinkers 
whose methods have furthered the advance of this 
spirit of historical criticism, I shall pass over 
those annalists and chroniclers who intervened 
between Thucydides and Polybius. Yet perhaps 
it may serve to throw new light on the real nature 
of this spirit and its intimate connection with all 
other forms of advanced thought if I give some 
estimate of the character and rise of those many 
influences prejudicial to the scientific study of 
history which cause such a wide gap between 
these two historians. 

Foremost among these is the growing influence 
of rhetoric and the Isocratean school, which seems 
to have regarded history as an arena for the dis- 
play either of pathos or paradoxes, not a scientific 
investigation into laws. 

The new age is the age of style. The same 
spirit of exclusive attention to form which made 
Euripides often, like Swinburne, prefer music to 
meaning and melody to morality, which gave to 
the later Greek statues that refined effeminacy, 
that overstrained gracefulness of attitude, was felt 
in the sphere of history. The rules laid down for 
historical composition are those relating to the 
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esthetic value of digressions, the legality of em- 
ploying more than one metaphor in the same 
sentence, and the like; and historians are ranked 
not by their power of estimating evidence but by 
the goodness of the Greek they write. 

I must note also the important influence on 
literature exercised by Alexander the Great; for 
while his travels encouraged the more accurate 
research of geography, the very splendour of his 
achievements seems to have brought history again 
into the sphere of romance. The appearance of 
all great men in the world is followed invariably 
by the rise of that mythopeic spirit and that 
tendency to look for the marvellous, which is so 
fatal to true historical criticism. An Alexander, 
a Napoleon, a Francis of Assisi and a Mahomet 
are thought to be outside the limiting conditions 
of rational law, just as comets were supposed to 
be not very long ago. While the founding of that 
city of Alexandria, in which Western and Hastern 
thought met with such strange result to both, 
diverted the critical tendencies of the Greek spirit 
into questions of grammar, philology, and the like, 
the narrow, artificial atmosphere of that Univer- 
sity town (as we may call it) was fatal to the 
development of that independent and speculative 
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spirit of research which strikes out new methods 
of inquiry, of which historical criticism is one. 
The Alexandrines combined a great love of 
learning with an ignorance of the true principles 
of research, an enthusiastic spirit for accumu- 
lating materials with a wonderful incapacity to 
use them. Not among the hot sands of Egypt, 
or the Sophists of Athens, but from the very 
heart of Greece rises the man of genius on whose 
influence in the evolution of the philosophy of 
history I have a short time ago dwelt. Born in 
the serene and pure air of the clear uplands of 
Arcadia, Polybius may be said to reproduce in 
his work the character of the place which gave 
him birth. For, of all the historians—I do not 
say of antiquity but of all time—none is more 
rationalistic than he, none more free from any 
belief in the “visions and omens, the monstrous 
legends, the grovelling superstitions and unmanly 
craving for the supernatural”  (deodaipovias dyer- 
voos Kal eprare‘as yuvaixwdovs) which he himself is 
compelled to notice as the characteristics of some 
of the historians who preceded him. Fortunate 
in the land which bore him, he was no less 
blessed in the wondrous time of his birth. For, 


1 Polybius, xii. 24. 
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representing in himself the spiritual supremacy 
of the Greek intellect and allied in bonds of 
chivalrous friendship to the world-conqueror of 
his day, he seems led as it were by the hand of 
Fate “to comprehend,” as has been said, “more 
clearly than the Romans themselves the historical 
position of Rome,” and to discern with greater 
insight than all other men could those two great 
resultants of ancient civilisation, the material 
empire of the city of the seven hills, and the 
intellectual sovereignty of Hellas. 

Before his own day, he says,’ the events of the 
world were unconnected and separate and the 
histories confined to particular countries. Now, 
for the first time the universal empire of the 
Romans rendered a universal history possible.” 
This, then, is the august motive of his work: to 
trace the gradual rise of this Italian city from the 
day when the first legion crossed the narrow strait 
of Messina and landed on the fertile fields of 
Sicily to the time when Corinth in the East and 
Carthage in the West fell before the resistless 
wave of empire and the eagles of Rome passed 
on the wings of universal victory from Calpé and 


1 Polybius, i. 4, viii. 4, specially; and really passim. 
2 He makes one exception. 
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the Pillars of Hercules to Syria and the Nile. At 
the same time he recognised that the scheme of 
Rome’s empire was worked out under the aegis 
of God’s will.t For, as one of the Middle Age 
scribes most truly says, the rtiéxy of Polybius is 
that power which we Christians call God; the 
second aim, as one may call it, of his history is to 
point out the rational and human and natural 
causes which brought this result, distinguishing, 
as we should say, between God’s mediate and 
immediate government of the world. 

With any direct intervention of God in the 
normal development of Man, he will have nothing 
to do: still less with any idea of chance as a factor 
in the phenomena of life. Chance and miracles, 
he says, are mere expressions for our ignorance 
of rational causes. The spirit of rationalism 
which we recognised in Herodotus as a vague 
uncertain attitude and which appears in Thucy- 
dides as a consistent attitude of mind never argued 
about or even explained, is by Polybius analysed 
and formulated as the great instrument of 
historical research. 

Herodotus, while believing on principle in the 
supernatural, yet was sceptical at times. Thucy- 


co SE, 
1 Polybius, viii. 4. 
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dides simply ignored the supernatural. He did 
not discuss it, but he annihilated it by explaining 
history without it. Polybius enters at length 
into the whole question and explains its origin 
and the method of treating it. Herodotus would 
have believed in Scipio’s dream. Thucydides 
would have ignored it entirely. Polybius explains 
it. He is the culmination of the rational pro- 
gression of Dialectic. “Nothing,” he says, “shows 
a foolish mind more than the attempt to account 
for any phenomena on the principle of chance or 
supernatural intervention. History is a search 
for rational causes, and there is nothing in the 
world—even those phenomena which seem to us 
the most remote from law and improbable—which 
is not the logical and inevitable result of certain 
rational antecedents.” 

Some things, of course, are to be rejected a 
priori without entering into the subject: “As re- 
gards such miracles,” he says,’ “as that on a 
certain statue of Artemis rain or snow never falls 
though the statue stands in the open air, or that 
those who enter God’s shrine in Arcadia lose their 
natural shadows, I cannot really be expected to 
argue upon the subject. For these things are 


2 Polybius, xvi. 12.} 
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not only utterly improbable but absolutely im- 
possible. 

“For us to argue reasonably on an acknowledged 
absurdity is as vain a task as trying to catch 
water in a sieve; it is really to admit the possi- 
bility of the supernatural, which is the very point 
at issue.” 

What Polybius felt was that to admit the 
possibility of a miracle is to annihilate the possi- 
bility of history: for just as scientific and chemical 
experiments would be either impossible or useless 
if exposed to the chance of continued interference 
on the part of some foreign body, so the laws and 
principles which govern history, the causes of 
phenomena, the evolution of progress, the whole 
science, in a word, of man’s dealings with his 
own race and with nature, will remain a sealed 
book to him who admits the possibility of extra- 
natural interference. 

The stories of miracles, then, are to be rejected 
on a priori rational grounds, but in the case of 
events which we know to have happened the 
scientific historian will not rest till he has dis- 
covered their natural causes which, for instance, 
in the case of the wonderful rise of the Roman 
Empire—the most marvellous thing, Polybius 
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p 
says, which God ever brought about!—are to be 


found in the excellence of their constitution ( 77 
idiéryte ris moduretas_), the wisdom of their ad- 
visers, their splendid military arrangements, and 
their superstition (77 Seordapovia ). For while 
Polybius regarded the revealed religion as, of 
course, objective reality of truth,? he laid great 
stress on its moral subjective influence, going, in 
one passage on the subject, even so far as almost 
to excuse the introduction of the supernatural in 
very small quantities into history on account of 
the extremely good effect it would have on pious 
people. 

But perhaps there is no passage in the whole 
of ancient and modern history which breathes 
such a manly and splendid spirit of rationalism 
as one preserved to us in the Vatican—strange 
resting place for it!—in which he treats of the 
terrible decay of population which had fallen on 
his native land in his own day, and which by the 
general orthodox public was regarded as a special 

1 Polybius, viii. 4: 76 mapadotdrov xa Huds epyor  TUXN cuveTe 
deve; ToOTO 8 Zor. 7d Tdvra TA yrwpitduevra pépn THs olkoumevys 
bd ulay dpyhv Kal Suvacrelay ayaryelr, 5 mpbrepov odx evploxerac 
vyeyovbs, 

? Polybius resembled Gibbon in many respects. Like him he held that all 


religions were to the philosopher equally false, to the vulgar equally true, to 
the statesman equally useful. 
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judgment of God sending childlessness on women 
as a punishment for the sins of the people. For 
it was a disaster quite without parallel in the 
history of the land, and entirely unforeseen by 
any of its political-economy writers who, on the 
contrary, were always anticipating that danger 
would arise from an excess of population over- 
running its means of subsistence, and becoming 
unmanageable through its size. Polybius, how- 
ever, will have nothing to do with either priest 
or worker of miracles in this matter. He will 
not even seek that “sacred Heart of Greece,” 
Delphi, Apollo’s shine, whose inspiration even 
Thucydides admitted and before whose wisdom 
Socrates bowed. How foolish, he says, were the 
man who on this matter would pray to God. We 
must search for the rational causes, and the causes 
are seen to be clear, and the method of prevention 
also. He then proceeds to notice how all this 
arose from the general reluctance to marriage and 
to bearing the expense of educating a large family 
which resulted from the carelessness and avarice 
of the men of his day, and he explains on entirely 
rational principles the whole of this apparently 
supernatural judgment. 

Now, it is to be borne in mind that while his 
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rejection of miracles as violation of inviolable 
laws is entirely a priori—for discussion of such a 
matter is, of course, impossible for a rational 
thinker—yet his rejection of supernatural inter- 
vention rests entirely on the scientific grounds 
of the necessity of looking for natural causes. 
And he is quite logical in maintaining his posi- 
tion on these principles. For, where it is either 
difficult or impossible to assign any rational cause 
for phenomena, or to discover their laws, he 
acquiesces reluctantly in the alternative of admit- 
ting some extra-natural interference which his 
essentially scientific method of treating the matter 
has logically forced on him, approving, for 
instance, of prayers for rain, on the express ground 
that the laws of meteorology had not yet been 
ascertained. He would, of course, have been the 
first to welcome our modern discoveries in the 
matter. The passage in question is in every way 
one of the most interesting in his whole work, 
not, of course, as signifying any inclination on 
his part to acquiesce in the supernatural, but 
because it shows how essentially logical and 
rational his method of argument was, and how 
candid and fair his mind. 

Having now examined Polybius’s attitude 
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towards the supernatural and the general ideas 
which guided his research, I will proceed to ex- 
amine the method he pursued in his scientific 
investigation of the complex phenomena of life. 
For, as I have said before in the course of this 
essay, what is important in all great writers is 
not so much the results they arrive at as the 
methods they pursue. The increased knowledge 
of facts may alter any conclusion in history as in 
physical science, and the canons of speculative 
historical credibility must be acknowledged to 
appeal rather to that subjective attitude of mind 
which we call the historic sense than to any 
formulated objective rules. But a scientific 
method is a gain for all time, and the true if not 
the only progress of historical criticism consists 
in the improvement of the instruments of research. 

Now first, as regards his conception of history, 
I have already pointed out that it was to him 
essentially a search for causes, a problem to be 
solved, not a picture to be painted, a scientific 
investigation into laws and tendencies, not a 
mere romantic account of startling incident and 
wondrous adventure. Thucydides, in the open- 
ing of his great work, had sounded the first note 
of the scientific conception of history. “The 
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absence of romance in my pages,” he says, “will, 
I fear, detract somewhat from its value, but I 
have written my work not to be the exploit of a 
‘passing hour but as the possession of all time.”? 
Polybius follows with words almost entirely 
similar. If, he says, we banish from history the 
consideration of causes, methods, and motives 
(75 dia té Kal was, kat Tivos xépw), and refuse to 
consider how far the result of anything is its 
rational consequent, what is left is a mere 
dyovpa, Not a paéOyya, an oratorical essay which 
may give pleasure for the moment, but which 
is entirely without any scientific value for the 
explanation of the future. Elsewhere he says 
that “history robbed of the exposition of its causes 
and laws is a profitless thing, though it may 
allure a fool.” And all through his history the 
same point is put forward and exemplified in every 
fashion. 

So far for the conception of history. Now for 
the groundwork. As regards the character of the 
phenomena to be selected by the scientific inves- 
tigator, Aristotle had laid down the general for- 


1Cf. Polybius, xii. 25, érel PirGs Neyduevoy avTd yeyords Wuyayw- 
yet pv, wpere? F otdév- rpocrebelons 5& THs airlas eyxaprros 7 
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mula that nature should be studied in her normal 
manifestations. Polybius, true to his character 
of applying explicitly the principles implicit in 
the work of others, follows out the doctrine of 
Aristotle, and lays particular stress on the rational 
and undisturbed character of the development of 
the Roman constitution as affording special facil- 
ities for the discovery of the laws of its progress. 
Political revolutions result from causes either 
external or internal. The former are mere dis- 
turbing forces which lie outside the sphere of 
scientific calculation. It is the latter which are 
important for the establishing of principles and 
the elucidation of the sequences of rational 
evolution. 

He thus may be said to have anticipated one of 
the most important truths of the modern methods 
of investigation: I mean that principle which 
lays down that just as the study of physiology 
should precede the study of pathology, just as the 
laws of disease are best discovered by the phe- 
nomena presented in health, so the method of 
arriving at all great social and political truths 
is by the investigation of those cases where devel- 
opment has been normal,rational,and undisturbed. 

The critical canon that the more a people has 
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been interfered with, the more difficult it becomes 
to generalise the laws of its progress and to 
analyse the separate forces of its civilisation, is 
one the validity of which is now generally recog- 
nised by those who pretend to a scientific treat- 
ment of all history: and while we have seen that 
Aristotle anticipated it in a general formula, to 
Polybius belongs the honour of being the first to 
apply it explicitly in the sphere of history. 

I have shown how to this great scientific his- 
torian the motive of his work was essentially the 
search for causes; and true to his analytical spirit 
he is careful to examine what a cause really is and 
in what part of the antecedents of any consequent 
it is to be looked for. To give an illustration: 
As regards the origin of the war with Perseus, 
some assigned as causes the expulsion of Abrupolis 
by Perseus, the expedition of the latter to Delphi, 
the plot against Humenes and the seizure of the 
ambassadors in Beotia; of these incidents the 
two former, Polybius points out, were merely the 
pretexts, the two latter merely the occasions of the 
war. ‘The war was really a legacy left to Perseus 
by his father, who was determined to fight it out 
with Rome.’ ~ 


1 Polybius, xxii. 8. 
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Here as elsewhere he is not originating any new 
idea. Thucydides had pointed out the difference 
between the real and the alleged cause, and the 
Aristotelian dictum about revolutions, od epi 
puxp@v add’ ék puxpOv, draws the distinction be- 
tween cause and occasion with the brilliancy of 
an epigram. But the explicit and rational in- 
vestigation of the difference between airia, dpyy 
and zpédacis was reserved for Polybius. No 
canon of historical criticism can be said to be 
of more real value than that involved in this 
distinction, and the overlooking of it has filled 
our histories with the contemptible accounts of 
the intrigues of courtiers and of kings and the 
petty plottings of backstairs influence—particu- 
lars interesting, no doubt, to those who would 
ascribe the Reformation to Anne Boleyn’s pretty 
face, the Persian war to the influence of a doctor 
or a curtain-lecture from Atossa, or the French 
Revolution to Madame de Maintenon, but without 
any value for those who aim at any scientific 
treatment of history. 

But the question of method, to which I am 
compelled always to return, is not yet exhausted. 
There is another aspect in which it may be re- 
garded, and I shall now proceed to treat of it. 
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One of the greatest difficulties with which the 
modern historian has to contend is the enormous 
complexity of the facts which come under his 
notice: D’Alembert’s suggestion that at the end 
of every century a selection of facts should be 
made and the rest burned (if it was really in- 
tended seriously) could not, of course, be enter- 
tained for a moment. A problem loses all its 
value when it becomes simplified, and the world 
would be all the poorer if the Sibyl of History 
burned her volumes. Besides, as Gibbon pointed 
out, “a Montesquieu will detect in the most in- 
significant fact relations which the vulgar over- 
look.” 

Nor can the scientific investigator of history 
isolate the particular elements, which he desires 
to examine, from disturbing and extraneous 
causes, as the experimental chemist can do (though 
sometimes, as in the case of lunatic asylums and 
prisons, he is enabled to observe phenomena in a 
certain degree of isolation). So he is compelled 
either to use the deductive mode of arguing from 
general laws or to employ the method of abstrac- 
tion, which gives a fictitious isolation to phenom- 
ena never so isolated in actual existence. And 
this is exactly what Polybius has done as well as 
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Thucydides. For, as has been well remarked, 
there is in the works of these two writers a 
certain plastic unity of type and motive; whatever 
they write is penetrated through and through 
with a specific quality, a singleness and concen- 
tration of purpose, which we may contrast with 
the more comprehensive width as manifested not 
merely in the modern mind, but also in Herodotus. 
Thucydides, regarding society as influenced en- 
tirely by political motives, took no account of 
forces of a different nature, and consequently his 
results, like those of most modern political econ- 
omists, haye to be modified largely’ before they 
come to correspond with what we know was the 
actual state of fact. Similarly, Polybius will 
deal only with those forces which tended to bring 
the civilised world under the dominion of Rome 
(ix. 1), and in the Thucydides spirit points out 
the want of picturesqueness and romance in his 
pages which is the result of the abstract method 
(75 povoedés THs ovvtagews) being careful also to 
tell us that his rejection of all other forces is 


1] mean particularly as regards his sweeping denunciation of the complete 
moral decadence of Greek society during the Peloponnesian War, which, 
from what remains to us of Athenian literature, we know must have been 
completely exaggerated. Or, rather, he is looking fat men merely in their 
political dealings: and in politics the man who is personally honourable and 
refined will not scruple to do anything for his party. 
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essentially deliberate and the result of a precon- 
ceived theory and by no means due to carelessness 
of any kind. 

Now, of the general value of the abstract 
method and the legality of its employment in the 
sphere of history, this is perhaps not the suitable 
occasion for any discussion. It is, however, in all 
ways worthy of note that Polybius is not merely 
conscious of, but dwells with particular weight on, 
the fact which is usually urged as the strongest 
objection to the employment of the abstract 
method—I mean the conception of a society as a 
sort of human organism whose parts are indis- 
solubly connected with one another and all affected 
when one member is in any way agitated. This 
conception of the organic nature of society appears 
first in Plato and Aristotle, who apply it to cities. 
Polybius, as his wont is, expands it to be a general 
characteristic of all history. It is an idea of the 
very highest importance, especially to a man like 
Polybius whose thoughts are continually turned 
towards the essential unity of history and the im- 
possibility of isolation. 

Farther, as regards the particular method of 
investigating that group of phenomena obtained 
for him by the abstract method, he will adopt, 
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he tells us, neither the purely deductive nor the 
purely inductive mode but the union of both. In 
other words, he formally adopts that method of 
analysis upon the importance of which I have 
dwelt before. 

And lastly, while, without doubt, enormous 
simplicity in the elements under consideration is 
the result of the employment of the abstract 
method, even within the limit thus obtained a 
certain selection must be made, and a selection 
involves a theory. For the facts of life cannot 
be tabulated with as great an ease as the colours 
of birds and insects can be tabulated. Now, 
Polybius points out that those phenomena par- 
ticularly are to be dwelt on which may serve as 
a mapdderyya or sample, and show the character 
of the tendencies of the age as clearly as “a single 
drop from a full cask will be enough to disclose 
the nature of the whole contents.” This recog- 
nition of the importance of single facts, not in 
themselves but because of the spirit they represent, 
is extremely scientific; for we know that from 
the single bone, or tooth even, the anatomist can 
recreate entirely the skeleton of the primeval horse, 
and the botanist tell the character of the flora and 
fauna of a district from a single specimen. 
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Regarding truth as “the most divine thing in 
Nature,” the very “eye and light of history with- 
out which it moves a blind thing,” Polybius 
spared no pains in the acquisition of historical 
materials or in the study of the sciences of politics 
and war, which he considered were so essential to 
the training of the scientific historian, and the 
labour he took is mirrored in the many ways in 
which he criticises other authorities. 

There is something, as a rule, slightly con- 
temptible about ancient criticism. The modern 
idea of the critic as the interpreter, the expounder 
of the beauty and excellence of the work he selects, 
seems quite unknown. Nothing can be more 
captious or unfair, for instance, than the method 
by which Aristotle criticised the ideal state of 
Plato in his ethical works, and the passages 
quoted by Polybius from Timeus show that the 
latter historian fully deserved the punning name 
given to him. But in Polybius there is, I think, 
little of that bitterness and pettiness of spirit 
which characterises most other writers, and an 
incidental story he tells of his relations with one 
of the historians whom he criticised shows that 
he was a man of great courtesy and refinement of 
taste—as, indeed, befitted one who had lived 
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always in the society of those who were of great 
and noble birth. 

Now, as regards the character of the canons by 
which he criticises the works of other authors, in 
the majority of cases he employs simply his own 
geographical and military knowledge, showing, 
for instance, the impossibility in the accounts 
given of Nabis’s march from Sparta simply by his 
acquaintance with the spots in question; or the 
inconsistency of those of the battle of Issus; or of 
the accounts given by Ephorus of the battles of 
Leuctra and Mantinea. Im the latter case he 
says, if any one will take the trouble to measure 
out the ground of the site of the battle and then 
test the manceuvres given, he will find how in- 
accurate the accounts are. 

In other cases he appeals to public documents, 
the importance of which he was always foremost 
in recognising ; showing, for instance, by a docu- 
ment in the public archives of Rhodes how in- 
accurate were the accounts given of the battle of 
Lade by Zeno and Antisthenes. Or he appeals to 
psychological probability, rejecting, for instance, 
the scandalous stories told of Philip of Macedon, 
simply from the king’s general greatness of 
character, and arguing that a boy so well educated 


158 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


and so respectably connected as Demochares (xii. 
14) could never have been guilty of that of which 
evil rumour accused him. 

But the chief object of his literary censure is 
Timeus, who had been unsparing of his strictures 
on others. The general point which he makes 
against him, impugning his accuracy as a his- 
torian, is that he derived his knowledge of history 
not from the dangerous perils of a life of action 
but in the secure indolence of a narrow scholastic 
life. There is, indeed, no point on which he is so 
vehement as this. “A history,” he says, “written 
in a library gives as lifeless and as inaccurate a 
picture of history as a painting which is copied 
not from a living animal but from a stuffed one.” 

There is more difference, he says in another 
place, between the history of an eye-witness and 
that of one whose knowledge comes from books, 
‘than there is between the scenes of real life and 
the fictitious landscapes of theatrical scenery. 
Besides this, he enters into somewhat elaborate 
detailed criticism of passages where he thought 
Timeus was following a wrong method and per- 
verting truth, passages which it will be worth 
while to examine in detail. 

Timeus, from the fact of there being a Roman 
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custom to shoot a war-horse on a stated day, 
argued back to the Trojan origin of that people. 
Polybius, on the other hand, points out that the 
inference is quite unwarrantable, because horse- 
sacrifices are ordinary institutions common to all 
barbarous tribes. Timzeus here, as was common 
with Greek writers, is arguing back from some 
custom of the present to an historical event in the 
past. Polybius really is employing the compara- 
tive method, showing how the custom was an 
ordinary step in the civilisation of every early 
people. 

In another place,’ he shows how illogical is the 
scepticism of Timzus as regards the existence of 
the Bull of Phalaris simply by appealing to the 
statue of the Bull, which was still to be seen in 
Carthage; pointing out how impossible it was, on 
any other theory except that it belonged to 
Phalaris, to account for the presence in Carthage 
of a bull of this peculiar character with a door 
between his shoulders. But one of the great 
points which he uses against this Sicilian his- 
torian is in reference to the question of the origin 
of the Locrian colony. In accordance with the 
received tradition on the subject, Aristotle had 
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represented the Locrian colony as founded by 
some Parthenide or slaves’ children, as they were 
called, a statement which seems to have roused 
the indignation of Timzus, who went to a good 
deal of trouble to confute this theory. He does 
so on the following grounds :— 

First of all, he points out that in the ancient 
days the Greeks had no slaves at all, so the men- 
tion of them in the matter is an anachronism; 
and next he declares that he was shown in the 
Greek city of Locris certain ancient inscriptions 
in which their relation to the Italian city was ex- 
pressed in terms of the position between parent 
and child, which showed also that mutual rights 
of citizenship were accorded to each city. Besides 
this, he appeals to various questions of improb- 
ability as regards their international relationship, 
on which Polybius takes diametrically opposite 
grounds which hardly call for discussion. And 
in favour of his own view he urges two points 
more: first, that the Lacedemonians being allowed 
furlough for the purpose of seeing their wives at 
home, it was unlikely that the Locrians should 
not have had the same privilege; and next, that 
the Italian Locrians knew nothing of the Aris- 
totelian version and had, on the contrary, very 
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severe laws against adulterers, runaway slaves, and 
the like. Now, most of these questions rest on 
mere probability, which is always such a subjective 
canon that an appeal to it is rarely conclusive. I 
would note, however, as regards the inscriptions 
which, if genuine, would of course have settled the 
matter, that Polybius looks on them as a mere 
invention on the part of Timzus, who, he remarks, 
gives no details about them, though, as a rule, he 
is over-anxious to give chapter and verse for every- 
thing. A somewhat more interesting point is 
that where he attacks Timeus for the introduc- 
tion of fictitious speeches into his narrative; for 
on this point Polybius seems to be far in advance of 
the opinions held by literary men on the subject 
not merely in his own day, but for centuries after. 

Herodotus had introduced speeches avowedly 
dramatic and fictitious. Thucydides states clearly 
that, where he was unable to find out what people 
really said, he put down what they ought to have 
said. Sallust alludes, it is true, to the fact of 
the speech he puts into the mouth of the tribune 
Memmius being essentially genuine, but the 
speeches given in the senate on the occasion of 
the Catilinarian conspiracy are very different 
from the same orations as they appear in Cicero. 
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Livy makes his ancient Romans wrangle and chop 
logic with all the subtlety of a Hortensius or a 
Scevola. And even in later days, when short- 
hand reporters attended the debates of the senate 
and a Datly News was published in Rome, we find 
that one of the most celebrated speeches in Tacitus 
(that in which the Emperor Claudius gives the 
Gauls their freedom) is shown, by an inscription 
discovered recently at Lugdunum, to be entirely 
fabulous. 

Upon the other hand, it must be borne in mind 
that these speeches were not intended to deceive; 
they were regarded merely as a certain dramatic 
element which it was allowable to introduce into 
history for the purpose of giving more life and 
reality to the narration, and were to be criticised, 
not as we should, by arguing how in an age before 
shorthand was known such a report was possible 
or how, in the failure of written documents, tradi- 
tion could bring down such an accurate verbal ac- 
count, but by the higher test of their psychological 
probability as regards the persons in whose mouths 
they are placed. An ancient historian in answer 
to modern criticism would say, probably, that 
these fictitious speeches were in reality more 
truthful than the actual ones, just as Aristotle 
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claimed for poetry a higher degree of truth in 
comparison to history. The whole point is inter- 
esting as showing how far in advance of his age 
Polybius may be said to have been. 

The last scientific historian, it is possible to 
gather from his writings what he considered were 
the characteristics of the ideal writer of history; 
and no small light will be thrown on the progress 
of historical criticism if we strive to collect and 
analyse what in Polybius are more or less scattered 
expressions. The ideal historian must be con- 
temporary with the events he describes, or removed 
from them by one generation only. Where it is 
possible, he is to be an eye-witness of what he 
writes of; where that is out of his power he is to 
test all traditions and stories carefully and not to 
be ready to accept what is plausible in place of 
what is true. He is to be no bookworm living 
aloof from the experiences of the world in the 
artificial isolation of a university town, but a 
politician, a soldier, and a traveller, a man not 
merely of thought but of action, one who can do 
great things as well as write of them, who in the 
sphere of history could be what Byron and 
ZMschylus were in the sphere of poetry, at once le 
chantre et le héros. 
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He is to keep before his eyes the fact that 
chance is merely a synonym for our ignorance; 
that the reign of law pervades the domain of 
history as much as it does that of political science. 
He is to accustom himself to look on all occasions 
for rational and natural causes. And while he is 
to recognise the practical utility of the super- 
natural, in an educational point of view, he is 
not himself to indulge in such intellectual beating 
of the air as to admit the possibility of the 
violation of inviolable laws, or to argue in a 
sphere wherein argument is a priori annihilated. 
He is to be free from all bias towards friend and 
country; he is to be courteous and gentle in 
criticism; he is not to regard history as a mere 
opportunity for splendid and tragic writing; nor 
is he to falsify truth for the sake of a paradox or 
an epigram. 

While acknowledging the importance of par- 
ticular facts. as samples of higher truths, he is to 
take a broad and general view of humanity. 
He is to deal with the whole race and with the 
world, not with particular tribes or separate 
countries. He is to bear in mind that the world 
is really an organism wherein no one part can be 
moved without the others being affected also. He 


RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 165 


is to distinguish between cause and occasion, be- 
tween the influence of general laws and particular 
fancies, and he is to remember that the greatest 
lessons of the world are contained in history and 
that it is the historian’s duty to manifest them so 
as to save nations from following those unwise 
policies which always lead to dishonour and ruin, 
and to teach individuals to apprehend by the in- 
tellectual culture of history those truths which else 
they would have to learn in the bitter school of 
experience. 

Now, as regards his theory of the necessity of 
the historian’s being contemporary with the events 
he describes, so far as the historian is a mere nar- 
rator the remark is undoubtedly true. But to 
appreciate the harmony and rational position of 
the facts of a great epoch, to discover its laws, the 
causes which produced it and the effects which it 
generates, the scene must be viewed from a cer- 
tain height and distance to be completely appre- 
hended. A thoroughly contemporary historian 
such as Lord Clarendon or Thucydides is in reality 
part of the history he criticises; and, in the case 
of such contemporary historians as Fabius and 
Philistus, Polybius is compelled to acknowledge 
that they are misled by patriotic and other con- 
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siderations. Against Polybius himself no such 
accusation can be made. He indeed of all men is 
able, as from some lofty tower, to discern the 
whole tendency of the ancient world, the triumph 
of Roman institutions and of Greek thought 
which is the last message of the old world and, in 
a more spiritual sense, has become the Gospel of 
the new. 

One thing indeed he did not see, or if he saw it, 
he thought but little of it—how from the Hast 
there was spreading over the world, as a wave 
spreads, a spiritual inroad of new religions from 
the time when the Pessinuntine mother of the 
gods, a shapeless mass of stone, was brought to 
the eternal city by her holiest citizen, to the day 
when the ship Castor and Pollux stood in at 
Puteoli, and St. Paul turned his face towards 
martyrdom and victory at Rome. Polybius was 
able to predict, from his knowledge of the causes 
of revolutions and the tendencies of the various 
forms of governments, the uprising of that demo- 
cratic tone of thought which, as soon as a seed is 
sown in the murder of the Gracchi and the exile of 
Marius, culminated as all democratic movements 
do culminate, in the supreme authority of one 
man, the lordship of the world under the world’s 
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rightful lord, Caius Julius Cesar. This, indeed, 
he saw in no uncertain way. But the turning of 
all men’s hearts to the East, the first glimmering 
of that splendid dawn which broke over the hills 
of Galilee and flooded the earth like wine, was 
hidden from his eyes. 

There are many points in the description of the 
ideal historian which one may compare to the 
picture which Plato has given us of the ideal 
philosopher. They are both “spectators of all 
time and all existence.” Nothing is contemptible 
in their eyes, for all things have a meaning, and 
they both walk in august reasonableness before 
all men, conscious of the workings of God yet 
free from all terror of mendicant priest or vagrant 
miracle-worker. But the parallel ends here. For 
the one stands aloof from the world-storm of 
sleet and hail, his eyes fixed on distant and sun- 
lit heights, loving knowledge for the sake of 
knowledge and wisdom for the joy of wisdom, 
while the other is an eager actor in the world ever 
seeking to apply his knowledge to useful things. 
Both equally desire truth, but the one because of 
its utility, the other for its bea a The historian 
regards it as the rationalgprinciple of all true 
history, and no more, To the other it comes as 
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an all-prevading and mystic enthusiasm, “like the 
desire of strong wine, the craving of ambition, the 
passionate love of what is beautiful.” 

Still, though we miss in the historian those 
higher and more spiritual qualities which the 
philosopher of the Academe alone of all men pos- 
sessed, we must not blind ourselves to the merits 
of that great rationalist who seems to have an- 
ticipated the very latest words of modern science. 
Nor yet is he to be regarded merely in the narrow 
light in which he is estimated by most modern 
critics, as the explicit champion of rationalism 
and nothing more. For he is connected with an- 
other idea, the course of which is as the course 
of that great river of his native Arcadia which, 
springing from some arid and sun-bleached rock, 
gathers strength and beauty as it flows till it 
reaches the asphodel meadows of lympia and the 
light and laughter of Ionian waters. 

For in him we can discern the first notes of 
that great cult of the seven-hilled city which made 
Virgil write his epic and Livy his history, which 
found in Dante its highest exponent, which 
dreamed of an Empire where the Emperor would 
care for the bodies and the Pope for the souls of 
men, and so has passed into the conception of 
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God’s spiritual empire and the universal brother- 
hood of man and widened into the huge ocean of 
universal thought as the Peneus loses itself in the 
sea. 

Polybius is the last scientific historian of Greece. 
The writer who seems fittingly to complete the 
progress of thought is a writer of biographies 
only. I will not here touch on Plutarch’s em- 
ployment of the inductive method as shown in his 
constant use of inscription and statue, of public 
document and building and the like, because it 
involves no new method. It is his attitude to- 
wards miracles of which I desire to treat. 

Plutarch is philosophic enough to see that in 
the sense of a violation of the laws of nature a 
miracle is impossible. It is absurd, he says, to 
imagine that the statue of a saint can speak, and 
that an inanimate object not possessing the vocal 
organs should be able to utter an articulate sound. 
Upon the other hand, he protests against science 
imagining that, by explaining the natural causes 
of things, it has explained away their transcenden- 
tal meaning. “When the tears on the cheek of 
some holy statue have been analysed into the mois- 
ture which certain temperatures produce on wood 
and marble, it yet by no means follows that they 


170 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


were not a sign of grief and mourning set there 
by God Himself.” When Lampon saw in the 
prodigy of the one-horned ram the omen of the 
supreme rule of Pericles, and when Anaxagoras 
showed that the abnormal development was the 
‘rational resultant of the peculiar formation of the 
skull, the dreamer and the man of science were 
both right; it was the business of the latter to 
consider how the prodigy came about, of the for- 
mer to show why it was so formed and what it 
so portended. The progression of thought is ex- 
emplified in all particulars. Herodotus had a 
glimmering sense of the impossibility of a viola- 
tion of nature. Thucydides ignored the super- 
natural. Polybius rationalised it. Plutarch 
raises it to its mystical heights again, though he 
bases it on law. In a word, Plutarch felt that 
while science brings the supernatural down to the 
natural, yet ultimately all that is natural is 
really supernatural. To him, as to many of our 
own day, religion was that transcendental atti- 
tude of the mind which, contemplating a world 
resting on inviolable law, is yet comforted and 
seeks to worship God not in the violation but in 
the fulfilment of nature. 

It may seem paradoxical to quote in connection 


RISE OF HISTORICAL CRITICISM. 171 


with the priest of Chwronea such a pure ration- 
alist as Mr. Herbert Spencer; yet when we read 
as the last message of modern science that “when 
the equation of life has been reduced to its lowest 
terms the symbols are symbols still,” mere signs, 
that is, of that unknown reality which underlies 
all matter and all spirit, we may feel how over the 
wide strait of centuries thought calls to thought 
and how Plutarch has a higher position than is 
usually claimed for him in the progress of the 
Greek intellect. 

And, indeed, it seems that not merely the im- 
portance of Plutarch himself but also that of the 
land of his birth in the evolution of Greek civili- 
sation has been passed over by modern critics. 
To us, indeed, the bare rock to which the Parthe- 
non serves as a crown, and which lies between 
Colonus and Attica’s violet hills, will always be 
the holiest spot in the land of Greece: and Delphi 
will come next, and then the meadows of Eurotas 
where that noble people lived who represented in 
Hellenic thought the reaction of the law of duty 
against the law of beauty, the opposition of con- 
duct to culture. Yet, as one stands on the oxwory 
68és_ of Citheron and looks out on the great 
double plain of Boeotia, the enormous importance 
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of the division of Hellas comes to one’s mind with 
great force. To the north are Orchomenus and the 
Minyan treasure-house, seat of those merchant 
princes of Pheenicia who brought to Greece the 
knowledge of letters and the art of working in 
gold. Thebes is at our feet with the gloom of the 
terrible legends of Greek tragedy still lingering 
about it, the birthplace of Pindar, the nurse of 
Epaminondas and the Sacred Band. 

And from out of the plain where “Mars loved 
to dance,” rises the Muses’ haunt, Helicon, by 
whose: silver streams Corinna and Hesiod sang; 
while far away under the white wgis of those 
snow-capped mountains lies Cheronea and the 
Lion plain where with vain chivalry the Greeks 
strove to check Macedon first and afterwards 
Rome; Cheronea, where in the Martinmas sum- 
mer of Greek civilisation Plutarch rose from the 
drear waste of a dying religion as the aftermath 
rises when the mowers think they haye left the 
field bare. 

Greek philosophy began and ended in scepti- 
cism: the first and last word of Greek history was 
Faith. 

Splendid thus in its death, like winter sunsets, 
the Greek religion passed away into the horror 
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of night. For the Cimmerian darkness was at 
hand, and when the schools of Athens were closed 
and the statue of Athena broken, the Greek spirit 
passed from the gods and the history of its own 
land to the subtleties of defining the doctrine of 
the Trinity and the mystical attempts to bring 
Plato into harmony with Christ and to reconcile 
Gethsemane and the Sermon on the Mount with 
the Athenian prison and the discussion in the 
woods of Colonus. The Greek spirit slept for 
wellnigh a thousand years. When it woke again, 
like Antzus it had gathered strength from the 
earth where it lay; like Apollo it had lost none of 
its divinity through its long servitude. 

In the history of Roman thought we nowhere 
find any of those characteristics of the Greek 
Illumination which I have pointed out are the 
necessary concomitants of the rise of historical 
criticism. The conservative respect for tradition 
which made the Roman people delight in the 
ritual and formulas of law, and is as apparent in 
their politics as in their religion, was fatal to any 
rise of that spirit of revolt against authority the 
importance of which, as a factor in intellectual 
progress, we have already seen. 

The whitened tables of the Pontifices preserved 
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carefully the records of the eclipses and other at- 
mospheric phenomena, and what we call the art 
of verifying dates was known to them at an early 
time; but there was no spontaneous rise of phys- 
ical science to suggest by its analogies of law and 
order a new method of research, nor any natural 
springing up of the questioning spirit of phi- 
losophy with its unification of all phenomena and 
all knowledge. At the very time when the whole 
tide of Eastern superstition was sweeping into the 
heart of the Capital the Senate banished the Greek 
philosophers from Rome. And of the three sys- 
tems which did at length take some root in the 
city, those of Zeno and Epicurus were used merely 
as the rule for the ordering of life, while the dog- 
matic scepticism of Carneades, by its very prin- 
ciples, annihilated the possibility of argument and 
encouraged a perfect indifference to research. 
Nor were the Romans ever fortunate enough 
like the Greeks to have to face the incubus of any 
dogmatic system of legends and myths, the im- 
moralities and absurdities of which might excite 
a revolutionary outbreak of sceptical criticism. 
For the Roman religion became as it were crys- 
tallised and isolated from progress at an early 
period of its evolution. Their gods remained 
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mere abstractions of commonplace virtues or un- 
interesting personifieations of the useful things 
of life. The old primitive creed was indeed al- 
ways upheld as a state institution on account of 
the enormous facilities it offered for cheating in 
politics, but as a spiritual system of belief it was 
unanimously rejected at a very early period both 
by the common people and the educated classes, 
for the sensible reason that it was so extremely 
dull. The former took refuge in the mystic sen- 
sualities of the worship of Isis, the latter in the 
Stoical rules of life. The Romans classified their 
gods carefully in their order of precedence, an- 
alysed their genealogies in the laborious spirit of 
modern heraldry, fenced them round with ritual 
as intricate as their law, but never quite cared 
enough about them to believe in them. So it was 
of no account with them when the philosophers 
announced that Minerva was merely memory. She 
had never been much else. Nor did they protest 
when Lucretius dared to say of Ceres and of Liber 
that they were only the corn of the field and the 
fruit of the vine. For they had never mourned 
for the daughter of Demeter in the asphodel mead- 
ows of Sicily, nor traversed the glades of Cith- 
zron with fawn-skin and with spear. 
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This brief sketch of the condition of Roman 
thought will serve to prepare us for the almost 
total want of scientific historical criticism which 
we shall discern in their literature, and has, be- 
sides, afforded fresh corroboration of the condi- 
tions essential to the rise of this spirit, and of the 
modes of thought which it reflects and in which 
it is always to be found. Roman historical com- 
position had its origin in the pontifical college of 
ecclesiastical lawyers, and preserved to its close 
the uncritical spirit which characterised its foun- 
tain-head. It possessed from the outset a most 
voluminous collection of the materials of history, 
which, however, produced merely antiquarians, 
not historians. It is so hard to use facts, so easy 
to accumulate them. 

Wearied of the dull monotony of the pontifical 
annals, which dwelt on little else but the rise and 
fall in provisions and the eclipses of the sun, Cato 
wrote out a history with his own hand for the in- 
struction of his child, to which he gave the name 
of Origines, and before his time some aristocratic 
families had written histories in Greek much in 
the same spirit in which the Germans of the 
eighteenth century used French as the literary 
language. But the first regular Roman historian 
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is Sallust. Between the extravagant eulogies 
passed on this author by the French (such as De 
Closset), and Dr. Mommsen’s view of him as 
merely a political pamphleteer, it is perhaps diffi- 
cult to reach the via media of unbiassed apprecia- 
tion. He has, at any rate, the credit of being a 
purely rationalistic historian, perhaps the only 
one in Roman literature. Cicero had a good 
many qualifications for a scientific historian, and 
(as he usually did) thought very highly of his 
own powers. In passages of ancient legend, how- 
ever, he is rather unsatisfactory, for while he is 
too sensible to believe them he is too patriotic to 
reject them. And this is really the attitude of 
Livy, who claims for early Roman legend a certain 
uncritical homage from the rest of the subject 
world. His view in his history is that it is not 
worth while to examine the truth of these stories. 

In his hands the history of Rome unrolls be- 
fore our eyes like some gorgeous tapestry, where 
victory succeeds victory, where triumph treads on 
the heels of triumph, and the line of heroes seems 
never to end. It is not till we pass behind the 
canvas and see the slight means by which the 
effect is produced that we apprehend the fact that 
like most picturesque writers Livy is an indiffer- 
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ent critic. As regards his attitude towards the 
credibility of early Roman history he is quite as 
conscious as we are of its mythical and unsound 
nature. He will not, for instance, decide whether 
the Horatii were Albans or Romans; who was the 
first dictator; how many tribunes there were, and 
the like. His method, as a rule, is merely to 
mention all the accounts and sometimes to decide 
in favour of the most probable, but usually not to 
decide at all. No canons of historical criticism 
will ever discover whether the Roman women in- 
terviewed the mother of Coriolanus of their own 
accord or at the suggestion of the senate; whether 
Remus was killed for jumping over his brother’s 
wall of because they quarrelled about birds; 
whether the ambassadors found Cincinnatus 
ploughing or only mending a hedge. Livy sus- 
pends his judgment over these important facts 
and history when questioned on their truth is 
dumb. If he does not select between two his- 
torians he chooses the one who is nearer to the 
facts he describes. But he is no critic, only a 
conscientious writer. It is mere vain waste to 
dwell on his critical powers, for they do not exist. 


In the case of Tacitus imagination has taken 
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the place of history. The past lives again in his 
pages, but through no laborious criticism; rather 
through a dramatic and psychological faculty 
which he specially possessed. 

In the philosophy of history he has no belief. 
He can never make up his mind what to believe 
as regards God’s government of the world. There 
is no method in him and none elsewhere in Roman 
literature. 

Nations may not have missions but they cer- 
tainly have functions. And the function of an- 
cient Italy was not merely to give us what is 
statical in our institutions and rational in our 
law, but to blend into one elemental creed the 
spiritual aspirations of Aryan and of Semite. 
Italy was not a pioneer in intellectual progress, 
nor a motive power in the evolution of thought. 
The owl of the goddess of Wisdom traversed over 
the whole land and found nowhere a resting- 
place. The dove, which is the bird of Christ, flew 
straight to the city of Rome and the new reign 
began. It was the fashion of early Italian paint- 
ers to represent in medieval costume the soldiers 
who watched over the tomb of Christ, and this, 
which was the result of the frank anachronism of 
all true art, may serve to us as an allegory. For 


180 THE WRITINGS OF OSCAR WILDE. 


it was in vain that the Middle Ages strove to 
guard the buried spirit of progress. When the 
dawn of the Greek spirit arose, the sepulchre was 
empty, the grave-clothes laid aside. Humanity 
had risen from the dead. 

The study of Greek, it has been well said, im- 
plies the birth of criticism, comparison, and re- 
search. At the opening of that education of 
modern by ancient thought which we call the 
Renaissance, it was the words of Aristotle which 
sent Columbus sailing to the New World, while 
a fragment of Pythagorean astronomy set Coper- 
nicus thinking on that train of reasoning which 
has revolutionised the whole position of our planet 
in the universe. Then it was seen that the only 
meaning of progress is a return to Greek modes 
of thought. The monkish hymns which obscured 
the pages of Greek manuscripts were blotted out, 
the splendours of a new method were unfolded to 
the world, and out of the melancholy sea of 
medizvalism rose the free spirit of man in all 
that splendour of glad adolescence, when the 
bodily powers seem quickened by a new vitality, 
when the eye sees more clearly than its wont and 
the mind apprehends what was beforetime hidden 
from it. To herald the opening of the sixteenth 
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century, from the little Venetian printing press 
came forth all the great authors of antiquity, each 
bearing on the title-page the words “AA8os 6 Mavov- 
tis ’Pwpatos cai PureAAnv; words which may serve 
to remind us with what wondrous prescience Po- 
lybius saw the world’s fate when he foretold the 
material sovereignty of Roman institutions and 
exemplified in himself the intellectual empire of 
Greece. 

The course of the study of the spirit of histor- 
ical criticism has not been a profitless investiga- 
tion into modes and forms of thought now 
antiquated and of no account. The only spirit 
which is entirely removed from us is the mediz- 
val; the Greek spirit is essentially modern. The 
introduction of the comparative method of re- 
search which has forced history to disclose its 
secrets belongs in a measure to us. Ours, too, 
is a more scientific knowledge of philology and the 
method of survival. Nor did the ancients know 
anything of the doctrine of averages or of crucial 
instances, both of which methods have proved of 
such importance in modern criticism, the one 
adding a most important proof of the statical 
elements of history, and exemplifying the in- 
fluences of all physical surroundings on the life 
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of man; the other, as in the single instance of the 
Moulin Quignon skull, serving to create a whole 
new science of prehistoric archeology and to bring 
us back to a time when man was coeval with the 
stone age, the mammoth and the woolly rhinoc- 
eros. But, except these, we have added no new 
canon or method to the science of historical criti- 
cism. Across the dread waste of a thousand years 
the Greek and the modern spirit join hands. 

In the torch race which the Greek boys ran 
from the Cerameician field of death to the home 
of the goddess of Wisdom, not merely he who first 
reached the goal but he also who first started with 
the torch aflame received a prize. In the Lam- 
padephoria of civilisation and free thought let us 
not forget to render due meed of honour to those 
who first lit that sacred flame, the increasing 
splendour of which lights our footsteps to the far- 
off divine event of the attainment of perfect truth. 


= froemsin;Prose. : 


THE ARTIST. 


One evening there came into his soul the desire 
to fashion an image of “The Pleasure that Abid- 
eth for a Moment.” And he went forth into the 
world to look for bronze. For he could only think 
in bronze. 

But all the bronze of the whole world had dis- 
appeared; nor anywhere in the whole world was 
there any bronze to be found, save only the bronze 
of the image of “The Sorrow that Endureth for 
Ever.” 

Now this image he had himself, and with his 
own hands, fashioned, and had set on the tomb 
of the one thing he had loved in life. On the 
tomb of the dead thing he had most loved had he 
set this image of his own fashioning, that it might 
serve as a sign of the love of a man that dieth not, 
and a symbol of the sorrow of man that endureth 
for ever. And in the whole world there was no 
other bronze save the bronze of this image. 
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And he took the image he had fashioned, and 
set it in a great furnace, and gave it to the fire. 

And out of the bronze of the image of “The Sor- 
row that Endureth for Ever” he fashioned an 
image of “The Pleasure that Abideth for a Mo- 
ment.” 


THE DOER OF GOOD. 


It was night-time, and He was alone. 

And He saw afar off the walls of a round city, 
and went towards the city. 

And when He came near He heard within the 
city the tread of the feet of joy, and the laughter 
of the mouth of gladness, and the loud noise of 
many lutes. And He knocked at the gate and 
certain of the gate-keepers opened to Him. 

And He beheld a house that was of marble, and 
had fair pillars of marble before it. The pillars 
were hung with garlands, and within and without 
there were torches of cedar. And He entered the 
house. 

And when He had passed through the hall of 
chalcedony and the hall of jasper, and reached the 
long hall of feasting, He saw lying on a couch of 
sea-purple one whose hair was crowned with red 
roses and whose lips were red with wine. 
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And He went behind him and touched him on 
the shoulder, and said to him: 

“Why do you live like this?” 

And the young man turned round and recog- 
nised Him, and made answer, and said: “But I 
was a leper once, and you healed me. How else 
should I live?” 

And He passed out of the house and went again 
into the street. 

And after a little while He saw one whose face 
and raiment were painted and whose feet were shod 
with pearls. And behind her came slowly, as a 
hunter, a young man who wore a cloak of two 
colours. Now the face of the woman was as the 
fair face of an idol, and the eyes of the young man 
were bright with lust. 

And He followed swiftly, and touched the hand 
of the young man, and said to him: “Why do 
you look at this woman and in such wise?” 

And the young man turned round and recog- 
nised Him, and said: “But I was blind once, and 
you gave me sight. At what else should I look?” 

And He ran forward and touched the painted 
raiment of the woman, and said to her: “Is there 
no other way in which to walk save the way of 
sin ?” 
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And the woman turned round and recognised 
Him, and laughed, and said: “But you forgave 
me my sins, and the way is a pleasant way.” 

And He passed out of the city. 

And when He had passed out of the city, He 
saw, seated by the roadside, a young man who 
was weeping. 

And He went towards him and touched the long 
locks of his hair, and said to him: “Why are you 
weeping ?” 

And the young man looked up and recognised 
Him, and made answer: “But I was dead once, 
and you raised me from the dead. What else 
should I do but weep ?” 


THE DISCIPLE. 


When Narcissus died, the pool of his pleasure 
changed from a cup of sweet waters into a cup of 
salt tears, and the Oreads came weeping through 
the woodland that they might sing to the pool and 
give it comfort. 

And when they saw that the pool had changed 
from a cup of sweet waters into a cup of salt tears, 
they loosened the green tresses of their hair, and 
cried to the pool, and said: “We do not wonder 
that you should mourn in this manner for Narcis- 
sus, so beautiful was he.” 

“But was Narcissus beautiful ?” said the pool. 

“Who should know better than you?” answered 
the Oreads. “Us did he ever pass by, but you he 
sought for, and would lie on your banks and look 
down at you, and in the mirror of your waters 


he would mirror his own beauty.” 
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And the pool answered: “But I loved Narcis- 
sus because, as he lay on my banks and looked 
down at me, in the mirror of his eyes I saw my 
own beauty mirrored.” 


THE MASTER. 


And when the darkness came over the earth, 
Joseph of Arimathea, having lighted a torch of 
pinewood, passed down from the hill into the val- 
ley. For he had business in his own home. 

And kneeling on the flint stones of the Valley of 
Desolation he saw a young man who was naked 
and weeping. His hair was the colour of honey, 
and his body was as a white flower; but he had 
wounded his body with thorns, and on his hair he 
had set ashes as a crown. 

And he who had great possessions said to the 
young man who was naked: “I do not wonder 
that your sorrow is so great, for surely He was a 
just man.” 

And the young man answered: “It is not for 
Him that I am weeping, but for myself. I, too, 
have changed water into wine, and I have healed 
the leper and given sight to the blind. I have 
walked upon the waters, and from the dwellers 
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in the tombs I have cast out devils. I have fed 
the hungry in the desert where there was no food, 
and I have raised the dead from their narrow 
houses; and at my bidding, and before a great 
multitude of people, a barren fig-tree withered 
away. All things that this man has done I have 
done also. And yet they have not crucified me.” 


THE HOUSE OF JUDGMENT. 


And there was silence in the House of Judg- 
ment. And the Man came naked before God. 

And God opened the Book of the Life of the 
Man. 

And God said to the Man: “Thy life hath been 
evil, and thou hast shewn cruelty to those who were 
in need of succour; and to those who lacked help 
thou hast been bitter and hard of heart. The poor 
called to thee and thou didst not hearken, and thine 
ears were closed to the cry of My afflicted. The 
inheritance thou didst take unto thyself, and thou 
didst send the foxes into the vineyard of thy neigh- 
bour’s field. Thou didst take the bread of the 
children and give it to the dogs to eat, and My 
lepers, who lived in the marshes and were at peace 
and praised Me, thou didst drive forth on to the 
highways; and on Mine earth, out of which I made 
thee, thou didst spill innocent blood.” 
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And the Man made answer and said: “Even so 
did I.” 

And again God opened the Book of the Life of 
the Man. 

And God said to the Man: “Thy life hath been 
evil: and the Beauty I have shewn thou hast sought 
for, and the Good I have hidden thou didst pass 
by. The walls of thy chamber were painted with 
images and from the bed of thy abominations thou 
didst rise up to the sound of flutes. Thou didst 
build seven altars to the sins I have suffered and 
didst eat of the thing that may not be eaten, and 
the purple of thy raiment was broidered with the 
three signs of shame. Thine idols were neither 
of gold nor of silver that endure, but of flesh that 
dieth. Thou didst stain their hair with perfumes 
and put pomegranates in their hands. Thou didst 
stain their feet with saffron and spread carpets 
before them. With antimony thou didst stain their 
eyelids, and their bodies thou didst smear with 
myrrh. Thou didst bow thyself to the ground be- 
fore them, and the thrones of thine idols were set 
in the sun. Thou didst shew to the sun thy shame 
and to the moon thy madness.” 


And the Man made answer and said: “Even so 
did I.” 
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And a third time God opened the Book of the 
Life of the Man. 

And God said to the Man: “Evil hath been 
thy life, and with evil didst thou requite good, 
and with wrong-doing kindness. The hands that 
fed thee thou didst wound, and the breasts that 
gave thee suck thou didst despise. He who came 
to thee for water went away thirsting, and the 
outlawed men who hid thee in their tents at night 
thou didst betray before dawn. Thine enemy who 
spared thee thou didst snare in an ambush, and 
the friend who walked with thee thou didst sell 
for a price, and to those who brought thee Love 
thou didst ever give Lust in thy turn.” 

And the Man made answer and said: “Even so 
did I.” 

And God closed the Book of the Life of the Man, 
and said: “Surely I will send thee into Hell. 
Even unto Hell will I send thee.” 

And the Man cried out: “Thou canst not.” 

And God said to the Man: “Wherefore can I 
not send thee to Hell, and for what reason ?” 

“Because in Hell have I always lived,” answered 
the Man. 

And there was silence in the House of Judg- 
ment. 
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And after a space God spake, and said to the 
Man: “Seeing that I may not send thee into Hell, 
surely I will send thee unto Heaven. Even unto 
Heaven will I send thee.” 

And the Man cried out: “Thou canst not.” 

And God said to the Man: “Wherefore can 
I not send thee unto Heaven, and for what rea- 
son ?” 

“Because never, and in no place, have I been 
able to imagine it,” answered the Man. 

And there was silence in the House of Judg- 
ment. 


THE TEACHER OF WISDOM. 


From his childhood he had been as one filled 
with the perfect knowledge of God, and even while 
he was yet but a lad many of the saints, as well 
as certain holy women who dwelt in the free city 
of his birth, had been stirred to much wonder by 
the grave wisdom of his answers. 

And when his parents had given him the robe 
and the ring of manhood he kissed them, and left 
them, and went out into the world, that he might 
speak to the world about God. For there were 
at that time many in the world who either knew 
not God at all, or had but an incomplete knowl- 
edge of Him, or worshipped the false gods who 
dwell in groves and have no care of their worship- 
pers. 
And he set his face to the sun and journeyed, 
walking without sandals, as he had seen the saints 
walk, and carrying at his girdle a leathern wal- 
let and a little water-bottle of burnt clay. 
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And as he walked along the highway he was 
full of the joy that comes from the perfect knowl- 
edge of God, and he sang praises unto God with- 
out ceasing: and after a time he reached a strange 
land in which there were many cities. 

And he passed through eleven cities. And some 
of these cities were in valleys, and others were 
by the banks of great rivers, and others were set 
on hills. And in each city he found a disciple 
who loved him and followed him, and a great mul- 
titude of people also followed him from each city, 
and the knowledge of God spread in the whole 
land, and many of the rulers were converted, and 
the priests of the temples in which there were idols 
found that half of their gain was gone, and when 
they beat upon their drums at noon, none, or but 
a few, came with peacocks or with offerings of 
flesh, as had been the custom of the land before his 
coming. 

Yet the more the people followed him, and the 
greater the number of his disciples, the greater be- 
came his sorrow. And he knew not why his sor- 
row was so great. For he spoke ever about God, 
and out of the fulness of that perfect knowledge 
of God which God had Himself given to him. 

And one evening he passed out of the eleventh 
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city, which was a city of Armenia, and his disciples 
and a great crowd followed after him: and he went 
up on to a mountain, and sat down on a rock that 
was on the mountain, and his disciples stood round 
him, and the multitude knelt in the valley. 

And he bowed his head on his hands and wept, 
and said to his soul: “Why is it that I am full 
of sorrow and fear, and that each of my disciples 
is as an enemy that walks in the noonday ?” 

And his soul answered him and said: “God 
filled thee with the perfect knowledge of Himself, 
and thou hast given this knowledge away to oth- 
ers. The pearl of great price thou hast divided, 
and the vesture without seam thou hast parted 
asunder. He who giveth away wisdom robbeth 
himself. He is as one who giveth his treasure 
to a robber. Is not God wiser than thou art? 
Who art thou to give away the secret that God 
hath told thee? I was rich once, and thou hast 
made me poor. Once I saw God, and now thou 
hast hidden Him from me.” 

And he wept again, for he knew that his soul 
spake truth to him, and that he had given to oth- 
‘ers the perfect knowledge of God, and that he was 
as one clinging to the skirts of God, and that his 
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faith was leaving him by reason of the number of 
those who believed in him. 

And he said to himself: “I will talk no more 
about God. He who giveth away wisdom robbeth 
himself.” 

And after the space of some hours his disciples 
came near him and bowed themselves to the ground 
and said: “Master, talk to us about God, for 
thou hast the perfect knowledge of God, and no 
man save thee hath this knowledge.” 

And he answered them and said: “I will talk 
to you about all other things that are in Heaven 
and on earth, but about God I will not talk to 
you. Neither now, nor at any time, will I talk to 
you about God.” ' 

And they were wroth with him, and said to 
him: “Thou hast led us into the desert that we 
might hearken to thee. Wilt thou send us away 
hungry, and the great multitude that thou hast 
made to follow thee?” 

And he answered them and said: “I will not 
talk to you about God.” 

And the multitude murmured against him, and 
said to him: “Thou hast led us into the desert 
and hast given us no food to eat. Talk to us 
about God and it will suffice us.” 
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But he answered them not a word. For he 
knew that if he spake to them about God he would 
give away his treasure. 

And his disciples went away sadly, and the mul- 
titude of people returned to their own homes. And 
many died on the way. 

And when he was alone he rose up and set his 
face to the moon, and journeyed for seven moons, 
speaking to no man nor making any answer. And 
when the seventh moon had waned he reached that 
desert which is the desert of the Great River. And 
having found a cavern in which a centaur had 
once dwelt, he took it for his place of dwelling, 
and made himself a mat of reeds on which to lie, 
and became a Hermit. And every hour the Hermit 
praised God that He had suffered him to keep 
some knowledge of Him and of His wonderful 
greatness. 

Now one evening as the Hermit was seated be- 
fore the cavern in which he had made his place 
of dwelling, he beheld a young man of evil and 
beautiful face who passed by in mean apparel and 
with empty hands. Every evening with empty 
hands the young man passed by, and every morn- 
ing he returned with his hands full of purple and 
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pearls. He was a robber, and robbed the cara- 
vans of the merchants. 

And the Hermit looked at him and pitied him. 
But he spoke not a word. For he knew that he 
who speaks a word loses his faith. 

And one morning, as the young man returned 
with his hands full of purple and pearls, he stopped 
and frowned and stamped his foot upon the sand, 
and said to the Hermit: ‘Why do you look at 
me ever in this manner as I pass by? What is it 
that I see in your eyes? For no man has looked 
at me before in this manner. And the thing is a 
thorn and a trouble to me.” 

And the Hermit answered him and said: “What 
you see in my eyes is pity. Pity is what looks 
out at you from my eyes.” 

And the young man laughed with scorn, and 
cried to the Hermit in a bitter voice, and said to 
him: “TI have purple and pearls in my hands, and 
you have but a mat of reeds on which to lie. What 
pity should you have for me? And for what rea- 
son have you this pity ?” 

“T have pity for you,” said the Hermit, “because 
you have no knowledge of God.” 

“Ts this -knowledge of God a precious thing?” 
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asked the young man, and he came close to the 
mouth of the cavern. 

“It is more precious than all the purple and 
pearls of the whole world,” answered the Hermit. 

“And have you got it?” said the young Robber, 
and he came closer still. 

“Once indeed,” answered the Hermit, “I pos- 
sessed the perfect knowledge of God. But in my 
foolishness I parted with it, and divided it amongst 
others. Yet even now is such knowledge as re- 
mains to me more precious than purple or pearls.” 

And when the young Robber heard this he threw 
away the purple and the pearls that he was bear- 
ing in his hands, and drawing a sharp sword of 
curved steel, he said to the Hermit: “Give me, 
forthwith, this knowledge of God that you possess, 
or I will surely slay you. Wherefore should I 
not slay him who has a treasure greater than my 
treasure ?” 

And the Hermit spread out his arms and said: 
“Were it not better for me to go unto the utter- 
most courts of God and praise Him, than to live 
in the world and have no knowledge of Him? 
Slay me if that be your desire. But I will not 
give away my knowledge of God.” 

And the young Robber knelt down, and besought 
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him, but the Hermit would not talk to him about 
God, nor give him his treasure, and the young 
Robber rose up and said to the Hermit: “Be it 
as you will. As for myself, I will go to the City 
of the Seven Sins, that is but three days’ journey 
from this place, and for my purple they will give 
me pleasure, and for my pearls they will sell me 
joy.” And he took up the purple and the pearls and 
went swiftly away. 

And the Hermit cried out and followed him 
and besought him. For the space of three days 
he followed the young Robber on the road and 
entreated him to return, nor to enter the City of 
the Seven Sins. 

And ever and anon the young Robber looked 
back at the Hermit and called to him, and said: 
“Will you give me this knowledge of God which is 
more precious than purple and pearls? If you 
will give me that, I will not enter the City.” 

And ever did the Hermit answer: “All things 
that I have, I will give thee, save that one thing 
only. For that thing it is not lawful for me to 
give away.” 

And in the twilight of the third day they came 
nigh to the great scarlet gates of the City of the 
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Seven Sins. And from the City there came the 
sound of much laughter. 

And the young Robber laughed in answer, and 
sought to knock at the gate. And as he did so, 
the Hermit ran forward and caught him by the 
skirts of his raiment, and said to him: “Stretch 
forth your hands, and set your arms around my 
neck, and put your ear close to my lips, and I 
will give you what remains to me of the knowledge 
of God.” 

And the young Robber stopped. 

And when the Hermit had given away his knowl- 
edge of God he fell upon the ground and wept, and 
a great darkness hid him from the City and the 
young Robber, so that he saw them no more. 

And as he lay there weeping he was aware of 
One who was standing beside him; and He who 
was standing beside him had feet of brass and 
hair like fine wool. And he raised the Hermit up, 
and said to him: “Before this time thou hadst the 
perfect knowledge of God. Now thou shalt have 
the perfect love of God. Wherefore art thou weep- 
ing?” 

And He kissed him. 


re 


ft 
ee” 


Phrases and Philosophies 
For the Use of the Young 


(December, 1894) 


PHRASES AND PHILOSOPHIES. 


The first duty in life is to be as artificial as pos- 
sible. What the second duty is no one has as yet 
discovered. 


Wickedness is a myth invented by good people 
to account for the curious attractiveness of others. 


If the poor only had profiles there would be no 
difficulty in solving the problem of poverty. 


Those who see any difference between soul and 
body have neither. 


A really well-made buttonhole is the only link 
between Art and Nature. 


Religions die when they are proved to be true. 
Science is the record of dead religions. 
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The well-bred contradict other people. The wise 
contradict themselves. 


Nothing that actually occurs is of the smallest 
importance. 


Dulness is the coming of age of seriousness. 


In all unimportant matters, style, not sincerity, 
is the essential. 


If one tells the truth, one is sure, sooner or 
later, to be found out. 


Pleasure is the only thing we should live. for. 
Nothing ages like happiness. 


It is only by not paying our bills that one can 
hope to live in the memory of the commercial 


classes. 


No crime is vulgar, but vulgarity is crime. Vul- 
garity is the conduct of others. 


Only the shallow know themselves. 
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Time is waste of money. 
One should always be a little improbable. 


There is a fatality about all good resolutions. 
They are invariably made too soon. 


The only way to atone for being occasionally a 
little over-dressed is by being always absolutely 
over-educated. 


To be premature is to be perfect. 


Any preoccupation with ideas of what is right 
or wrong in conduct shows an arrested intellectual 
development. 


Ambition is the last refuge of the failure. 


A truth ceases to be true when more than one 
person believes in it. 


In examinations the foolish ask questions that 
the wise cannot answer. 


Greek dress was in its essence inartistic. Noth- 
ing should reveal the body but the body. 
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One should either be a work of Art, or wear a 
work of Art. 


It is only the superficial qualities that last. 
Man’s deeper nature is soon found out. 


Industry is the root of all ugliness. 


The ages live in history through their anachron- 
isms. 


It is only the gods who taste of death. Apollo 
has passed away, but Hyacinth, whom men say 
he slew, lives on. Nero and Narcissus are always 
with us. 


The old believe everything; the middle-aged 
suspect everything; the young know everything. 


The condition of perfection is idleness; the aim 
of perfection is youth. 


Only the great masters of style ever succeeded 
in being obscure. 


There is something tragic about the enormous 
number of young men there are in England at 
the present moment who start life with perfect 
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profiles, and end by adopting some useful pro- 
fession. 


To love oneself is the beginning of a life-long 
romance. 


It is important not to keep a business engage. 
ment, if one wants to retain any sense of the 
beauty of life. 


Avoid arguments of any kind. They are always 
vulgar, and often convincing. 


To expect the unexpected shows a thoroughly 
modern intellect. 


In the case of a very fascinating woman, sex is 
a challenge, not a defence. 


The London Season is entirely matrimonial ; 
people are either hunting for husbands or hiding 
from them. 


Morality is simply the attitude we adopt to- 
wards people whom we personally dislike. 


Self-sacrifice is a thing that should be put down 
by law. It is so demoralising to the people for 
whom one sacrifices oneself. 
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